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"The question of reaching sustainability is not about if we will have 

enough energy, enough food, or other tangible resources - those we have. 
The question is - will there be enough leaders in time?" 

 
 

Dr. Göran Broman and Dr. Karl-Henrik Robèrt, founders of the Master’s in 
Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability (MSLS) program 
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The global challenges of our time are unprecedented and urgent action for 
transformation is needed of our systems, policies, institutions and ways of 
thinking. Education of sustainability leaders is one of the key leverage points to 
achieve this and many claim that learning on an individual, organisational and 
societal scale is required for society’s successful transitioning towards 
sustainability. 

 

In this relatively new field, practitioners and scholars grapple with what best 
promotes development of sustainability leadership, and with what competencies, 
capacities and transformative outcomes educators should be aiming to develop. 
The aim of this work was therefore to establish an improved understanding of this 
and to find recommendations for educators with ambitions to create systems 
change for sustainability by building the capacity of people to be sustainability 
leaders. 

 

As an educator and facilitator of sustainability work for over a decade, working at 
the crossroads of education for sustainability leadership; organisational and 
community change, lecturing on leadership for sustainability in Australia and 
currently being Co-Director of the Master’s in Strategic Leadership towards 
Sustainability (MSLS) program in Sweden, I have rested this thesis firmly within 
an action-oriented transformation research paradigm in which the only way to 
understand a system is through a comprehensive attempt to change it. Seven cases 
of sustainability leadership education are presented. Methods include surveys with 
open questions; workshops; interviews; document analysis; and, ethnographic 
field work. 

 

The thesis provides support for design of sustainability leadership education 
through the following outcomes: 

 

• Recommendations and improvements on a Typology for Transformative 
Learning to guide educators in designing and assessing transformative 
sustainability leadership education; 

 

• Eight Intrapersonal Capacities that may provide a map of the 
Intrapersonal Competence. These are: Hold complexity, Foster a learners 
mindset, Deeply value others, Let be, Show up as one’s full self, Regulate 
and manage the self, Persist with lightness and Ensure one’s wellbeing; 

 

• Suggestions that the integration of the components of community, place, 
content, pedagogy and disorientation with hope and agency can provide 
synergistic reinforcement of the sustainability transformation required; 
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• Examples of reflection and dialogue as well as creativity and the arts as 
pedagogies and skills for sustainability leaders; 

 

• Added evidence that learning can be a key leverage point for sustainability 
transformations by presenting outcomes and impacts of sustainability 
education programs where students attempted to make change in their 
work or world through creativity projects; 

 

• Outcomes and impacts of an organisation change program within a local 
government which used education to empower sustainability leaders who 
then themselves created sustainability outcomes and impacts; 

 

• Identified challenges of education for sustainability leadership from the 
perspective of students, learning designers and facilitators of the studied 
education programs. Challenges within sustainability education more 
broadly are also presented. 

 

With those outcomes, the thesis contributes to the body of knowledge concerned 
with building capacity of human beings to facilitate strategic sustainable 
development work. 

 

Keywords: Education for Sustainable Development, Sustainability Leadership, 
Sustainability Transformations, Transformative Learning, Systems Change, 
Strategic Sustainable Development. 
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1 Introduction 

In this chapter I introduce my research, including my personal motivation, and 
state the aim, research questions and outline of the thesis. 

 

1.1 Education for Sustainability 
 

With the sustainable development goals and international commitment to the 
Paris Agreement on mitigating climate change, there is no longer much debate 
about our need to change the way we as a human species are living on our one 
precious planet. Our planet’s ability to sustain civilization is at risk as we are 
rapidly approaching likely tipping points beyond which the degradation of 
essential support systems will become self-reinforcing (Steffen et al., 2015; 2018). 
Calls to create change towards sustainability are not new (e.g., Carson, 1962; 
Meadows et al. 1972; Brundtland 1987; Kates et al. 2001; Waddell et al., 2015; 
Broman and Robèrt, 2017;) but our trajectory remains risky and untapped potential 
for societal transformation remains (Abson et al., 2017; Fischer and Riechers, 2019). 
What is required is comprehensive and transformational change of societal 
structures, policies, infrastructure, business and other systems (Waddell et al. 2015; 
Sharpe et al. 2016). The role of human beings as the cause of the prevailing 
unsustainability is no longer in question (e.g., Steffen et al. 2011). It follows then, 
that the possible answers and solutions could also be in the realm of human beings 
(Pöllänenv et al. 2023). 

 

According to many, learning on an individual, organisational and societal scale is 
required for us to move towards sustainability (Wals 2009; Rieckmann 2012; 
Shephard, Rieckmann, and Barth 2019). However, while learning and education are 
presented as a key part of the solution to our unsustainability, the institutions, 
systems and paradigms within which much of our learning takes place remain part 
of the problem and the danger is that we keep reproducing the kind of graduates 
and the thinking that initially created our risky trajectory (Wals and Jickling 2002; 
Dyer 1997). A grand re-think in terms of the way we learn and what we learn is 
needed and new ways for knowledge co-creation are being called for (Lang et al. 
2012; Norström et al. 2020). 

 

1.2 Action-oriented Transformation Research 
 

In this era, where climate change and its impacts are already being experienced as 
a reality for many and a sign of things to come, some believe the need for science 
to simply identify and explain problems ‘objectively’ has passed, and we – scientists 
- need to be active participants in creating a sustainable world and being a part of 
the solution (Robinson 2004; Fazey et al. 2018; Miller et al. 2014; Bradbury et al. 
2019). This thesis, and my approach to this research, rests firmly within this action- 
oriented transformation research approach that affirms that “the only way to 
understand something is through a comprehensive, collaborative attempt to 



2 

 

 

change it” (Greenwood and Levin 2007, 54). This research approach differs from 
more traditional forms of research where the researcher tends to stand outside the 
phenomenon that is being researched. Here the researcher is instead an insider 
and a part of the context being investigated (McNiff and Whitehead 2011), which 
makes it even more important to be aware of ones ‘lenses’ and potential biases. 
Researcher reflexivity is also a quality consideration in this kind of research, and it 
is with this in mind that I present my story and personal motivation for this 
research. 

 

I have always believed in human potential. My younger brother Ben loved super 
heroes and wanted to fly like superman. I was sure that was possible and so took 
on the job of training him, possibly igniting my love of coaching and teaching 
others. For myself, I loved ABBA and I wanted to be in that band. Believing in 
human potential as I did, I pursued music and so my first love was singing and 
song-writing. This was my first understanding and experience of transformation. 
The process of writing a song, of reaching into myself and creating something 
beautiful out of something that had been dark or miserable, and then sharing it 
with my band who would put their magic onto it framed my understanding of how 
we can collaborate to create beauty from things that were not beautiful. Singing 
songs that share and celebrate what it is to be human – being dumped, falling in 
love or falling apart – was my first teacher. Working with others where everyone 
plays their own instrument in their own way towards a shared creation – a song – 
has probably influenced the way I approach working with others and solving 
problems. That is, as a creative and collaborative process, where we listen in to 
everyone’s own voice (instrument or talents or perspective) to create something 
together that is beyond compromise. For me it is a lived experience of synergy, or 
the whole being better than the sum of the parts. 

 

In 2003, whilst studying music I became frustrated that many of the artists I knew 
were leaving my home town of Perth, Western Australia for other cities and 
opportunities. Because of this I decided to participate in a community engagement 
event where 1500 people came together to vision and share our hopes and dreams 
for the future of our City of Perth. It was a life-changing event for me in many ways, 
and it was the day I first discovered the word ‘sustainability’. Thereafter, I read 
everything I could on the topic and found it to be something I had always been 
looking for but did not know. Since then, a key question guiding my life, work and 
this research has been: How can I be a change agent towards sustainability and how 
can I support and empower others to be that? 

 

This intention led me to Sweden where I studied two Master’s degrees in 
sustainability. The first was a Master’s in Strategic Leadership towards 
Sustainability (MSLS) at Blekinge Institute of Technology (which is the subject of 
Papers A, B, C, and D). My thesis was ‘Sustainable Selves – shifting paradigms 
within individuals as the core driver to reaching a sustainable society,’ completed 
in 2009. My second Master’s degree was in Human Ecology: Culture, Power and 
Sustainability at Lund University and the thesis was ‘Being Human in the System 
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– a journey into sustainability and local government in Perth, Western Australia’ 
completed in 2012. The inspiration from these two Master’s degrees provided the 
content and background for my work in local government, the not-for-profit 
sector, as an academic lecturer and as a consultant in Perth, Western Australia over 
6 years. During this time, I was also a co-creator and lecturer in the Leadership in 
Sustainability course at Curtin University (this is the subject of Paper E and 
inspiration for Paper F). In 2018, I moved back to Sweden with the opportunity to 
complete a PhD in Strategic Sustainable Development with a focus on design of 
education for sustainability leadership, which included teaching on the MSLS 
program, where I am currently the Co-Director. After years of putting all my 
creative energy into trying to shift the very slow-moving institutions and systems 
of my home (Perth) towards sustainability, the opportunity to come back to my 
other home (Sweden and MSLS) to reflect on what I had learnt and build my 
capacity again as a sustainability leader, a change agent and a learning facilitator 
for others in this regard, was a gift. My hope is that this research contributes to 
building the capacity of myself and others as leaders to scale up delivery and 
impact for sustainability in society. 

 

1.3 Aim and Research Questions 
 

My realisation of the importance of transformative learning and leadership 
development for supporting society’s transition towards sustainability led me to 
this relatively new field; and my discovery that practitioners and scholars grapple 
with what best promotes transformation and transformational learning and with 
how to best design and operate learning experiences that truly build capacity for 
leadership for sustainability led me to this research. My interest in understanding 
further what those leadership capacities are, and what indeed transforms is shared 
with others. I was also interested to capture some of the outcomes and impacts of 
this kind of education and articulate some of the challenges. Based on these 
insights, the aim of this work was to contribute to an improved understanding of 
these things and to guide action for practitioners and scholars with ambitions to 
create systems change for sustainability by building the capacity of people to be 
sustainability leaders. In pursuit of the aim of this thesis the following research 
questions guided the work: 

 

RQ1: What might educators in the field of sustainability leadership aim for in 
designing and delivering programs? 

 

RQ2: How can educators design learning experiences to best support impactful 
sustainability leadership? 

 
RQ3: What outcomes and impacts can these learning experiences lead to? 

RQ4: What challenges arise in sustainability leadership education? 
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1.4 Outline 
 

The following chapter presents the background to the studied fields and 
introduces key concepts. Chapter 3 then describes the research approach used in 
seeking answers to the research questions. Chapter 4 presents summaries of the 
appended papers and Chapter 5 summarises and presents the main results and 
discussion in connection to the research questions. Chapter 6 provides 
conclusions, elaborates on the contribution of this thesis, and outlines directions 
for future research. 
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2 Background of Fields 

In this chapter I present the key fields, concepts and frameworks that provide a 
foundation for this thesis. 

2.1 Sustainable Development and Sustainability 

Environmental concerns in modern times dates back to the early 1960s, when 
emerging evidence suggested the negative environmental impacts of the green 
revolution in agricultural practices (Carson 1962). Discussions on limits to growth 
of the Western way of living became prominent in the 1970s (Meadows et al. 1972). 
Following the Brundtland Report (1987) and the Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit, the 
concept of Sustainable Development has been incorporated in international 
treaties and the national constitutions and laws of many countries around the 
world, guiding social, political, economic, cultural and environmental local and 
global policies. The concept as described in the Brundtland Report has been 
criticised for not challenging the idea of infinite economic growth in a limited 
planet (Sachs, 1999). The concept of sustainable development is associated with 
the concept of sustainability and the terms are often used as synonyms, even in 
the academic and scientific fields (Olawumi and Chan 2018). 

The concept of sustainability is the foundation of many areas of research and 
practice including resilience theory (Olsson, Galaz, and Boonstra 2014; Redman 
2014); circular economy (Wautelet 2018; Schroeder, Anggraeni, and Weber 2019), 
transitions management (Loorbach 2010; Geels 2011); and degrowth (Paulson et al. 
2020; Hickel 2021). The foundation of Sustainability Science as an academic field 
has the core objectives to understand and guide the fundamental interactions of 
nature and society (Clark and Dickson 2003) toward sustainable trajectories and 
promote the social learning necessary to navigate this and Kates et al. (2001) 
provided an early attempt at defining Sustainability Science. 

Originating in Sweden during the 1990s, and building off the idea that deep 
structural and systemic change is needed in order for us to avoid a large-scale 
ecological collapse and increasing social divide (Steffen et al., 2011), the Framework 
for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD)(Broman and Robèrt, 2017) is an 
approach to providing a shared language and understanding of sustainability and 
sustainable development. It takes a systemic, systematic and strategic approach to 
sustainability and sustainable development. It defines sustainability by eight 
Sustainability Principles, which are used as boundary conditions to frame any 
sustainable vision to back-cast from and to work towards when planning, 
designing and acting for sustainability. Sustainable development is the 
development from the current unsustainable state to a sustainable state as defined 
by the Sustainability Principles, and the development that then takes place within 
the frame of the Sustainability Principles. There are three principles for ecological 

sustainability and five principles for social sustainability (Broman and Robèrt 
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2017). The FSSD is intended to provide support for any actor to navigate 
complexity at an individual, organisational or societal level, and move towards 
sustainability in a systematic and strategic way. It is a framework that can be 
applied at the individual (micro), organisational (meso) or societal (macro) level 
through creating a shared language. It can function as a ‘boundary object’. A 
‘boundary object’ is something that can bring people from across disciplines and 
sectors to work together in a transdisciplinary way, supporting the social learning 
process (Barth and Michelsen 2013). Like with any framework or process, the 
effectiveness is dependent on the human beings in the room, especially the 
facilitators of the process and the decision makers’ capacities to make strategic, 
holistic decision making. 

 
Papers A, B, C and D in this thesis are case studies situated within the Master’s in 
Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability (MSLS). The FSSD is a key approach to 
sustainability and sustainable development used and taught within this program. 
The FSSD also guided the work of applying this kind of education as described in 
Paper G; it provided the content of the education and training programs; it 
informed the Sustainability Policy; and the planning workshops for the 
Departmental Action Plans (please see Paper G for further information). Most 
significantly, the FSSD provided a shared language, a definition and a framing to 
align activities within the organisation. 

 

2.2 Leverage Points for Sustainability Transformations 
 

The aims laid down in political commitments such as the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) require nothing less than a transformation 
in all aspects of our society. The transformation required is extensive and rapid, 
including the systems, structures, institutions, worldviews and beliefs 
underpinning many of our sustainability challenges (Fazey et al., 2018). There are 
a number of different conceptual frameworks for studying sustainability 
transformations in complex systems, including transition management and 
resilience theory, both of which describe sustainability transformations as 
“…multilevel, multiphase, and cross-scale processes but have different points of 
departure and theoretical focuses” (Olsson, Galaz, and Boonstra 2014, 1). 
Transitions (Loorbach 2010; Geels 2011; Köhler et al. 2019) and transformation 
(Waddell et al. 2015; Bradbury et al. 2019) have different etymological origins and 
stem from different research communities, but are not mutually exclusive terms. 
They provide nuanced perspectives on how to describe, understand and assist 
radical and non-linear societal change towards more sustainable futures. 

 

Recent literature on sustainability transformations has reinvigorated interest in 
leverage points as a way to view systems change for sustainability (Abson et al. 
2017; Fischer and Riechers 2019). Often used to understand and explain change 
within complex living systems, leverage points illustrate potential ways and places 
to exert force in a system where the impact and change will be greatest, ranging 
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from twelve with the least effect to one with the greatest effect as shown in Figure 
1. In addressing the unsustainable trajectory of our society, Abson et al. (2017, 30) 
suggest "there is an urgent need to focus on less obvious but potentially far more 
powerful areas of intervention" and propose to group the twelve leverage points 
identified by Meadows (1999) into four realms ranging from the shallowest to 
deepest leverage. They label these realms parameters, feedbacks, design and intent 
(see Figure 1). The top three leverage points in the intent level are: the goals of the 
system; the mindset or paradigm of the system; and the power to transcend 
paradigms (Abson et al. 2017). Leverage points (Meadows 1999) is a theory that 
originates from a systems understanding of the world, which posits that reality is 
made of complex, interacting arrays of systems, relationships and processes 
(Greenwood and Levin 2007) and that change is continuous, emergent and 
unpredictable (Waddell et al. 2015). 

 

 
Figure 1. Leverage Points - places to intervene in a system with four realms or systems 
characteristics (Abson et al. 2017). 

 

There are many advantages to taking a leverage points perspective on systems 
change for sustainability according to Fischer and Riechers (2019). Firstly, it can 
bridge causal and teleological explanations for systems change, meaning that 
human agency and intent is placed within the variables in its ability to shape and 
influence; secondly it recognises the ‘deep’ leverage points which are more difficult 
to address, but more transformational in the end; thirdly it identifies the 
interaction of these different leverage points as being mutually reinforcing ‘chains 
of leverage’; and finally it can function as a boundary object (similarly to the FSSD) 
providing a shared language that facilitates collaboration across disciplines. 

 

Learning represents a powerful area of intervention in systems as it is capable of 
shifting values and ultimately, through human agency, system intent. The power 
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of learning as a key leverage point for societal transition towards sustainability has 
been previously described (e.g., Rieckmann 2012; Barth 2015). However, the value 
and potential contribution of education in sustainability transformations is 
undervalued and still holds much underutilised potential (Barth and Michelsen 
2013). Learning in its deepest sense could be argued to be a process whereby people 
transform or 'transcend paradigms' and see the world anew (Mezirow 1997; Meyer 
and Land 2005); thus, learning is a key leverage point to shift institutions towards 
sustainability. Critically, the Leverage Points perspective brings in the human 
element of change within a system by highlighting teleology - the goals or thinking 
of the humans governing the system (Fischer and Riechers 2019). In this thesis, the 
leverage points concept provides two functions: as a useful heuristic which 
connects the systems change for sustainability with human agency or intent to 
make that change through learning; and secondly as a conceptual framework 
which guided the action research described in Paper G, helping to identify the 
places within a local government system where interventions could be made to 
support a change process for sustainability. 

 

2.3 Leadership for Sustainability 
 

For humanity to move towards a sustainable world, we will require systemic shifts 
in mental models and paradigms as well as changes in institutions, management, 
and resource flows. We therefore must appreciate the role of human agency – or 
the role of leaders - in this and the shifting or expanding roles of the diverse types 
of actors and actions needed (Pereira et al. 2018). 

 

Within the field of transformation towards sustainability it is debated whether 
leadership is the appropriate word for the activity of change agents in such a 
complex domain of networks, sectors, and scales (Westley et al. 2013) as the 
leadership required is distinctly different from traditional leadership approaches 
(Bendell and Little 2015). Westley et al. (2013) describe various roles, strategies and 
methods that agents within socio-ecological transformation use. Further, they 
define the function of successful leaders or change agents in complex systems as 
working to “…change beliefs, in particular, by convening all stakeholders around 
a common vision, change the flow of political authority and resources, in 
particular, by playing key roles in networks and mobilising social capital, and 
challenge technical and legal frameworks, in particular, by encouraging 
integration of local knowledge, experimentation, and new scientific frameworks” 
(Westley et al. 2013, 28). 

 

Some scholars critique sustainability leadership approaches in that these do not 
challenge assumptions about ‘leadership’ that have added to the persistent social 
and environmental problems we experience today, and define sustainability 
leadership as: “…any ethical behaviour that has the intention and effect of helping 
groups of people achieve environmental or social outcomes that we assess as 
significant and that they would not have otherwise achieved” (Bendell and Little 
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2015, 15). Another definition of a change agent for sustainability is “…an actor who 
deliberately tackles social and ecological problems with entrepreneurial means to 
put sustainability management into organisational practice and to contribute to a 
sustainable development of the economy and society” (Hesselbarth and 
Schaltegger 2014, 26). Jordan (2011) defines ‘societal change agents’ as “people who 
through their own initiative (rather than being told what to do by an employer) 
engage complex societal issues with an aspiration to contribute to systemic change 
on some scale level: in local communities, regions, countries, the global society” 
(Jordan 2011, 48). 

 

In this research, I use the word leadership with the intention to capture all aspects 
of the endeavours that sustainability ‘champions’, ‘change agents’, ‘intrapreneurs’ 
or ‘stewards’ may enact towards desirable sustainable futures, acknowledging the 
complexity and interplay of interacting systems within which they are embedded 
(Uhl-Bien, Marion, and McKelvey 2007). It is also situated on the understanding 
that there is a possibility to improve capacity within individuals through learning 
interventions which is found in the fields focussing on leadership (e.g. Scharmer, 
2007; Senge et al., 2005); adult development (e.g. McCauley et al., 2006); and 
sustainability education (e.g. Wamsler, 2020). This ability to improve an 
individual’s agency and capacity to affect change for sustainability is the focus of 
this thesis, and these humans who attempt to make change for sustainability 
within systems are described as leaders or change agents. 

 

2.4 Education for Sustainable Development 
 

The belief that individuals can be supported in the development of their capacity 
to create change for sustainability and thus their agency is captured in Education 
for Sustainable Development (ESD). Education has been seen as key for creating a 
sustainable society for many decades, originating with Carson’s (1962) Silent 
Spring. In 1987, UNESCO called a conference in Moscow to promote the 
prioritisation of Environmental Education (EE) which was a precursor to ESD (Wu 
and Shen 2016). The Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD) 
from 2005 until 2014 has now given rise to a further five-year Global Action 
Program that started December 2014 with the intention to "scale up action in all 
levels of education and learning to accelerate progress towards sustainable 
development" (Dannenberg and Grapentin 2016, 15); and the UNESCO has recently 
released ‘Education for Sustainable Development: a roadmap’ outlining ways for 
ESD to play a role in societal transformation until 2030 (UNESCO, ESD for 2030, 
and UNESCO 2020). The call to focus on and improve ESD speaks for the general 
consensus that societal transformation towards sustainability is essential and will 
be one of "social learning in its broadest sense" (Barth and Michelsen 2013, 104). 
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Brundiers et al. (2021), based on dialogue with ESD experts, suggest that the 
following learning objectives would be the core of ESD. Students should be able 
to: 

• Explain why sustainability is not just about the environment, nor 
engineering and technical solutions but is instead a layered concept with 
justice and equity (including social and racial justice) as foundational 
elements. 

• Integrate values into scientific inquiry countering the positivistic 
perception that values are outside of the realm of science or that science 
is objective. 

• Articulate sustainability science as a solution-oriented field, not just one 
that researches sustainability challenges and problems. 

• Articulate the necessity of stakeholder engagement (a ‘must’ have) in 
sustainability science research (transdisciplinary approaches) (Brundiers 
et al. 2021, 22). 

Two different understandings of how ESD should be approached are 'instrumental' 
and 'emancipatory' (Barth 2015, 59). The instrumental approach is a more 
prescriptive, normative and instructional approach and is represented by the large 
scale policy decisions by governing bodies that define what competencies, 
pedagogies and learning for sustainable futures that should be in focus (Barth 2015; 
Wals et al. 2008). When a government body engages in a behaviour change 
education program, this would fit into the instrumental approach. The 
emancipatory approach questions the validity of top-down prescriptive designs for 
education for an unknown future (Wals and Jickling 2002), and instead aligns more 
with critical theories of democratic education and transformative learning 
(Mezirow 1997; Freire 2000; Calleja 2014). In emancipatory learning, the free will 
of the individual and his/her own learning journey should be at the centre of 
education. Emancipatory approaches have been critiqued for not adequately 
addressing the real and pressing challenges we face as we do not have the luxury 
of time (Barth 2015). Both approaches are used in ESD and both have a valuable 
place, and many educational programs use a combination of these (Barth 2015; 
Wals et al. 2008). 

 

Of direct relevance to this are theories of education, and how we come to learn 
new knowledge. Within psychological and educational sciences are the schools of 
behaviourism, constructivism and humanism, all of which represent differing 
perspectives that at times complement each other (Aubrey and Riley 2016). I am 
aligned with a social constructivist understanding of learning which believes that 
knowledge is meaningfully constructed by learners through social interaction by 
building on something they already know (Elmgren and Henriksson 2018); as well 
as the humanism school of thought which argues that education should focus on 
the needs of the individual learner as opposed to large standardised test results. 
Even more aligned with my own philosophy of education and learning are critical 
pedagogy proponents who place education within wider philosophy and at the 
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centre of social change (Dewey 1999; Freire 2000; hooks 2009) and futurists and 
critical pedagogy academics who question the notion of education for a pre- 
determined (singular) future, and instead use the plural of ‘futures’ (Craft et al., 
2013; Inayatullah, 1998). This pluralist notion of possible futures points to our 
agency in shaping and creating that future and not just reproducing the 
inequalities and power relations of the present and the past (Facer, 2013). I believe 
this is an essential starting point for us as a society if we are to hope to educate 
graduates capable of leading us towards a sustainable future. 

 

2.4.1 Competencies for Sustainability Leaders 
 

The commitment to creating a sustainable future is a values-based one. If we 
accept this normative stance and are keen to address the sustainability challenge, 
we can derive the necessity of certain leadership characteristics from the nature of 
the challenge. Research within the field of ESD has been working on identifying 
the competencies required for sustainability graduates to be able to do the work of 
sustainability change agents (Brundiers et al., 2021; Wiek et al., 2011) and one of the 
foremost cited frameworks describes eight Key Sustainability Competencies: 

 

Systems-Thinking: Ability to analyse complex systems and the impacts of 
sustainability action plans (strategies) and interventions (how they change 
systems and problems). 

Futures-Thinking: Ability to anticipate future states and dynamics of 
complex systems and sustainability problems and how sustainability 
action plans (strategies) might play out in the future if implemented. 

Values-Thinking: Ability to apply sustainability values, principles, and 
goals to assess the sustainability of current and/or future states. 

Strategic-Thinking: Ability to construct and test viable strategies (action 
plans) for interventions, transitions, and transformations towards 
sustainability. 

Implementation: Ability to put into action sustainability strategies and 
action plans, including implementation, adaptation, transfer and scaling, 
in effective and efficient ways. 

Inter-personal: Ability to collaborate successfully in inter-disciplinary and 
professional teams; and to involve diverse stakeholders, in meaningful and 
effective ways, in advancing sustainability transformations. 

Intra-personal: Ability to avoid personal health challenges and burnout in 
advancing sustainability transformations through resilience-oriented self- 
care (awareness and self-regulation). 

Integration: Ability to apply collective problem-solving procedures to 
complex sustainability problems to develop strategies and successfully 
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implement them, in collaborative and self-caring ways. (Adapted from 
Redman and Wiek, 2021, p. 6) 

In the field of leadership and organisational change, Senge (1990) and Scharmer 
(2007) have promoted education for leadership that is based on a systems view of 
the world attempting to create profound change in people, organisations, and 
society (Senge et al. 2005). Scharmer (2007) built on this with ‘Theory U’, which 
aims at solving societal problems through learning and leading from the ‘emerging 
future’ – a construct that requires deep listening and presence and shifting 
attention and intention, and now describes the importance of ‘vertical literacy’, 
which is the capacity to lead transformative change (Scharmer 2019). This can be 
seen as a crossover point with various adult development literature that focuses on 
the growth and development of a person’s way of understanding the self and the 
world in increasing levels of complexity and responsibility and relates it to more 
effective leadership (McCauley et al. 2006) and a healthy society (Andersen and 
Björkman 2017). All these approaches echo calls in ESD and sustainability 
competency literature which are also exploring ways to support the growth of 
individuals to become better agents for sustainable change in the world through 
‘inner work’ or personal development (Hay 2006; Ives, Freeth, and Fischer 2020; 
Wamsler 2020). There are important knowledge gaps concerning the underlying 
dynamics and processes essential for this inner work, and what capacities may 
contribute to the understanding of this Intra-personal Competence (Brundiers et 
al. 2021; Pöllänenv et al. 2023; Redman and Wiek 2021) 

 

2.4.2 Learning Design for Sustainability Leaders 
 

ESD is often referred to not only as a subject within the higher education 
curriculum but also a form of transformational learning aimed at social change 
(Hallinger and Chatpinyakoop 2019). How do we design learning interventions to 
improve sustainability processes to achieve transformation? Over decades, the 
academic conversation on ESD has been moving from transmissive and behaviour 
change approaches to learning to more holistic and transformational approaches 
to learning (Barth 2015; Papenfuss et al. 2019; Wiek, Withycombe, and Redman 
2011). Transformative Learning (TL) is an approach to adult learning and education 
which builds on constructivist understandings of knowledge and learning that 
stipulate that our understanding of the world is created through our experience 
with it (Mezirow 1997). Prominent TL theorist Jack Mezirow builds upon the 
philosophies of Jurgen Habermas' domains of learning and discussion of 
communicative action and Thomas Kuhn's 'paradigms' (worldviews, or ways of 
seeing and understanding the world). It also draws upon Paulo Freire's 'critical 
consciousness' which is a critical theory in education that links individual 
emancipation with societal change (Cranton and Taylor 2013; Calleja 2014; Coghlan 
and Brydon-Miller 2014). Transformational or Transformative Learning (TL) are 
terms often used interchangeably as some of the theories may use either name, 
and others speak to the concept without referencing TL, however, acknowledging 
that questions remain around the clarity of the concept (Dirkx 2012). In this 
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research I will use the concept to refer to learning which moves beyond knowledge 
acquisition, to learning that transforms frames of reference – which are fixed 
assumptions and expectations – towards ones that are more inclusive, discerning, 
open, reflective and willing to change (Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth 2020). 

 

Found within TL for ESD literature, social learning is often presented as both the 
social environment through which the process of TL takes place as community and 
relationships are such an important part to TL (Taylor 2007); and as the outcome 
of the learning of a group, community or society that may lead to a new project or 
policy (Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth 2020). Social learning can function as a link 
between the individual and collective transformation (Eriksson et al. 2019). The 
foundations of both TL and social learning theories are based in the idea that an 
educated citizenry is necessary for a healthy democratic society (Dewey 1999; 
Freire 2000) and links education to governance and institutions. Many of the 
philosophies and frameworks that are prominent in TL literature are also the basis 
of social learning theories and link the two through the understanding that 
individual and collective shifts in paradigms or worldviews are connected with 
social action and societal transformation (Mezirow 1997; Freire 2000; Wals 2009). 
This role of education that is beyond training learners for future jobs, but instead 
to be active, engaged citizens (Vásquez-Levy 2002; Mogensen and Schnack 2010; 
Patton 2018; Buttigieg and Calleja 2020) is the connection between education and 
societal change which my research within this thesis is situated in. The presented 
theories aim to contribute understanding to this process of individual and 
collective transformation which is a primary theme in my research. 

 

A critique of ESD is that it is often framed as win/win (Boström et al. 2018) and 
does not take into account the fact that these change agents must move into the 
world and try and make change for sustainability in organisations or communities 
that do not want this change and/or they are not given the mandate or power to 
enact the change (Thomas, Holdsworth, and Sandri 2020). Sustainability solutions 
will also often involve ‘losers’ who will push back to this change (Boström et al. 
2018). Within the TL literature it becomes evident that "...learning does not take 
place in a vacuum but rather in rich social contexts with innumerable vantage 
points, interests, values, power positions, beliefs, existential needs and inequities" 
(Wals 2009, 18). Thus, the connection to the social environment and context of the 
learning and action for sustainability becomes evident as this transformation must 
happen at an individual and a collective level. 

 

2.4.3 Creativity and the Arts in ESD 
 

The sustainability challenges of our time call for new ways of education that 
produces graduates capable of creatively approaching the many problems we face 
(UNESCO et al., 2020). It will require engagement from all, and the potential for 
creativity, the arts and humanities in general to contribute has been argued to be 
undervalued and underutilised within sustainability science approaches (Palsson 
et al. 2013; Saleh and Brem 2023). Within sustainability education, creativity is 
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often missing (Sandri 2013), although researchers and educators are promoting 
more creativity in sustainability education and change. For example, Lozano 
(Lozano 2014) writes about the role creativity can play in fostering organisational 
learning and Molderez and Ceulemans (2018) describe the use of art to develop 
systems thinking, Ericsson, Stasinski and Stenström (2022) suggest art as a 
teaching method in management education, and Palsson et al. (2013) describe the 
benefits of integrating the humanities and the arts within sustainability 
approaches in general. Sandri (2013, 575) says that "...sustainable development is 
essentially a creative endeavour" as it requires us to take active roles in creating 
the futures we want as opposed to merely reacting to the future when we get there 
(Jaworski and Flowers 1996). 

 

The Cambridge Dictionary online defines ‘creativity’ as: “the ability to produce or 
use original and unusual ideas” (UK) and adds the phrase “...or to make something 
new or imaginative” to the US version. Creativity has clear benefits for individuals 
and society and does not just play a role in the arts, invention and innovation but 
in our everyday lives (Runco 2004). Research into creativity can be grouped into 
four main areas: the creative person; the creative process; the product that is the 
result; or press – which refers to the situational influences or environmental 
support for creativity (Runco, 2004). Within this thesis, Papers E and F attempt to 
bridge this gap, integrating creativity into sustainability leadership education. 
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3 Research Approach 

In this chapter, I present the research approach, including a reflection on my 
ontology and epistemology, and my research design, consisting of conceptual 
frameworks, goals and methods. I then discuss quality in research, and specifically 
address reflexivity. I end this chapter with a discussion on ethical considerations 
and limitations. 

 

3.1 Research Paradigm 
 

What we believe to be reality (ontology) and how we believe we can possibly know 
what that reality is (epistemology) are foundational to the approaches we will take 
to scientific research, but those beliefs are often not transparently communicated 
(Carter and Little 2007). These concepts connect with our understanding of what 
scientific knowledge is. Within philosophy of science, it is discussed whether there 
is a truth or truths to be discovered (objectivism) or whether all we perceive is 
constructed within and dependent on our own thinking and experience 
(subjectivism). Within the social sciences, some argue that researchers themselves 
are constructing social realities as much as they might be ‘discovering’ them as the 
data collected or narrative told is a representation of reality that can be different 
to the experience itself (Cousin 2009). Pragmatism is a philosophical stance that is 
based on the understanding that studying the world of humans is a “completely 
different enterprise from the natural world and thus must be known differently” 
(Savin-Baden and Major 2013, 60). Pragmatism is epistemologically fluid and is an 
experience-centred philosophy that emphasises change. This thesis is comprised 
of social research. I see reality and truth as not things to be ‘acquired’ but the aims 
of an “endless process of collaborative inquiry” (Greenwood and Levin 2007, 72), 
and scientific knowledge not as a fixed entity but as an ongoing dialogue between 
scientists trying to make sense of the world. This research rests in the pragmatic 
view that reality is “interconnected, dynamic, and multivariate and always more 
complex than the theories and methods that we have at our disposal” (Greenwood 
and Levin 2007, 54). 

 

Action Research (AR) is a pragmatic approach to research, and rests upon general 
systems theory of understanding that holds that individuals, organisations or 
institutions operate as functional wholes, and that the only hope of understanding 
a particular thing is by placing it in the appropriate system context and taking into 
account the interacting parts of the total situation (Greenwood and Levin 2007). 
AR can help us “effectively address our unsustainability crisis bringing intelligent 
collaboration directly into knowledge creation processes” (Bradbury et al. 2019, 6). 
It is often referred to as transformational research (Savin-Baden and Major 2013). 
Calls for a shift from problem describing to practical solutions and ‘how to’ 
questions imply a need for researchers to place themselves within the systems they 
are trying to transform, and a phrase to describe this shift is ‘action-oriented 
transformation research’ (Fazey et al. 2018). In this, there is a call for researchers 
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to have more critical reflexivity and for researchers to be “’dipping in and out’ of 
action to enable them to enhance learning about practical elements of change 
while also providing opportunities for more critical thought and analysis” (Fazey 
et al. 2018, 58). 

 

Theories of societal transformation are also common within educational sciences 
with education seen as a key leverage point empowering citizens to be active and 
engaged (Dewey 1999; Freire 2000; Patton 2018; Vásquez-Levy 2002) as discussed 
in Chapter 2. Pragmatic research paradigms such as AR have long been used in 
educational research to improve practice, as reflective practitioners have sought to 
improve their own practice and solve problems within local educational settings. 
AR typically takes on complex problems, focuses on specific contexts, and focuses 
on the capacity to resolve problems in real life situations (Burns 2016). 

 

I have rested this thesis firmly within an action-oriented transformation research 
paradigm in which the only way to understand a system is believed to be through 
a comprehensive attempt to change it. As an educator and facilitator of 
sustainability work for over a decade, working with local government and 
community change, lecturing in leadership in sustainability in Australia, and 
currently being Co-Director of the Master’s in Strategic Leadership towards 
Sustainability (MSLS) program in Sweden, I place myself within the action- 
oriented transformation research paradigm. I identify myself as what Schön (2003) 
would describe as a reflective practitioner. Reflecting in and on action is a key piece 
of AR. I will address this further in section 3.3. 

 

3.2 Research Design 
 

Research methods used within the AR paradigm may be qualitative or quantitative 
depending on the context and the problem to be addressed (Greenwood and Levin 
2007; Savin-Baden and Major 2013). Although at times I use numbers to represent 
responses within the data, my research is predominantly qualitative, as it seeks to 
understand questions of why and how. Maxwell (2013) presents an interactive 
qualitative research approach that is highly iterative, non-linear and reflexive. Five 
elements are included which help provide a flexible structure to guide and 
communicate the work. I have used this basic structure of Conceptual 
Frameworks; Goals; Research Questions; Methods; and Quality (Validity) to 
articulate and summarise my research design. 

 

3.2.1 Conceptual Frameworks 
 

Maxwell (2013) describes the conceptual framework as “the system of concepts, 
assumptions, expectations, beliefs, and theories” that the research adopts. For this 
thesis, I have described my conceptual frameworks in Chapter 2 and in Section 3.1. 
They are Sustainability, and the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development 
as a way to navigate that; Transformation for sustainability, and Leverage Points 
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to conceptualise systems change and the role of individual agency to make change 
within that. From the ESD field, I use Transformative Learning and the Key 
Sustainability Competencies framework as frames within my research, and, within 
my methodology I use a pragmatic Action Research paradigm. 

 

3.2.2 Goals 
 

The goals are the closest thing to a starting point in Maxwell’s iterative model, and 
this is because they represent the motivation, the why, of the study. This is 
addressed in Chapter 1. The aim of this PhD research was to understand better and 
contribute to societal sustainability through the focus on the human element and 
particularly the relationship between education and learning as key leverage 
points, to scale up delivery and impact for sustainability in society. More 
specifically, the aims were to contribute to an improved understanding of what 
capacities are required by sustainability leaders, to understand how to build the 
capacity of sustainability leaders through education and learning programs and to 
find recommendations for educators with ambitions to create systems change for 
sustainability by building the capacity of people to be sustainability leaders. 

 

3.2.3 Research Questions 
 

In pursuit of the aim of this thesis, the following research questions guided the 
work: 

 

RQ1: What might educators in the field of sustainability leadership aim for in 
designing and delivering programs? 

 
RQ2: How can educators design learning experiences to best support impactful 
sustainability leadership? 

 

RQ3: What outcomes and impacts can these learning experiences lead to? 

RQ4: What challenges arise in sustainability leadership education? 

Table 1 shows which studies (papers) contribute to answering which research 
questions. 
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Table 1. Relations between studies and research questions. 
 

 
 
 

Paper 

RQ1 - What might 
educators in the 
field of 
sustainability 
leadership aim for 
in designing and 
delivering 
programs? 

RQ2 - How can 
educators design 
learning 
experiences to best 
support impactful 
sustainability 
leadership? 

RQ3 - What 
outcomes and 
impacts can 
these learning 
experiences lead 
to? 

RQ4 - What 
challenges 
arise in 
sustainability 
leadership 
education? 

Paper 
A 

✓ 
  

✓ 

Paper 
B 

✓ 
   

Paper 
C 

 
✓ 

 
✓ 

Paper 
D 

 
✓ 

 
✓ 

Paper 
E 

 
✓ ✓ 

 

Paper 
F 

 
✓ ✓ 

 

Paper 
G 

 
✓ ✓ 

 

 
 

3.2.4 Methods 
 

As mentioned above the research methods used in this thesis work are 
predominantly qualitative, and the overall iterative approach required me to tack 
back and forth between various aspects of the research design (Maxwell 2013). The 
methods have been chosen to best answer the research question and contribute to 
reaching the goals (Greenwood and Levin 2007; Savin-Baden and Major 2013). The 
exact approach and methods differ slightly between each of the studies and are 
summarised in Table 2. Specific methods are described in full in each of the 
appended papers. 

 
Table 2. Summary of research methods within each paper. 

 

Paper Case study of... Research Methods Summarised 

Paper A: What 
Transforms? – 

The Master’s in 
Strategic 

• Semi structured qualitative survey of MSLS Alumni 
spanning 15 cohorts. 

Transformative Leadership towards • Of about 700 alumni, 156 responded to this question. 
Learning in a Sustainability • Inductive coding by using Atlas.ti software. 
Sustainability 
Leadership Master’s 
Program. 

 
Paper B: 

(MSLS) program at • Analysis included investigator triangulation. 
Blekinge Institute 
of Technology 
(BTH). 

The MSLS program • Semi structured qualitative survey of MSLS Alumni 
Intrapersonal at BTH. spanning 15 cohorts. 
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Capacities for 
Sustainability: A 

 • Of 700 alumni, 154 responded to these questions. 
• Analysis included inductive coding in exploratory 

Change Agent  phase and deductive coding of data by a second 
Perspective on the  researcher and number of mentions counted. 
‘Inner Dimension’ of   

Sustainability Work’.   

Paper C: The MSLS program • Semi structured qualitative survey of MSLS Alumni 
Transformational 
Learning for 
Sustainability 

at BTH. spanning 15 cohorts. 
• Of about 700 alumni, 170 responded to these questions. 
• Inductive coding by using Atlas.ti software and sense- 

Leadership –  checking with second and third researchers. 
essential components   

in synergy.   

Paper D: The Leading in • Data included: student feedback collected in 65 online 
The Use of Reflective Complexity course, feedback forms with open questions and interviews 
Pedagogies in situated within the with 4 staff who taught the course in 2016–2020. 

Sustainability MSLS program at • Data was coded into ‘benefits’ and ‘challenges’ of the 
Leadership BTH. (Focusses on pedagogies in the analysis. 
Education—a Case 2 specific • Author reflexivity was incorporated through the writing 
Study. pedagogies). process and discussions throughout it as the authors 

  were also staff. 

Paper E: The Leadership in • Writing as method – co-authoring this paper provided a 
Leadership in Sustainability (LiS) ‘meta-reflective’ process, integrating the 20 years of 
Sustainability: course within a reflective conversations with leaders from business, 
Collective Wisdom, Masters Degree at civil society and government throughout the course. 

Conversations, Curtin University • All authors identify as ‘reflective practitioners’ – 
Creativity, Sustainability (professionals, researchers and educators in 
Contemplation and Policy Institute in sustainability leadership). 
Courage, the five Western Australia.  

pillars of a Masters   

teaching unit.   

Paper F: The Advanced • Survey with 8 open-ended questions and two 
Creativity, Leadership for quantitative questions. 
Leadership and Sustainability • Of 24 students invited to participate, 21 responded. 

Education for course at BTH. • Artifacts of the Creativity in Action (CAP) project were 
Sustainability - A (Focusses on a shared as images. 
Creativity in Action specific • Thematic analysis of data. 
(CAP) Project to pedagogical • Author reflexivity included as teacher and designer of 
support student approach). this course and the Creativity in Action Project (CAP). 
learning, action and   

impact for   

sustainability change.   

Paper G: A case of designing • This is a revelatory and longitudinal case study of 
Learning as a key a sustainability Canning (Yin 2013) providing an ‘ethnography of a 
leverage point for Education program bureaucracy’ (Bernstein and Mertz 2011) of the Canning 
Sustainability within the City of Sustainability Program 2011-2016. 

Transformations – A Canning - a local • Document Analysis in 2019 included the Canning 
case study from government in website, policies and reports describing sustainability 
Perth, Western Perth Western activities over the period 2011 – 2019. 
Australia. Australia. • Follow up survey of 20 Canning staff in 2019. 

• My Master’s thesis* provided the background study in 
  2011-2012 It included participant observation and field 
  notes; interviews with 9 high level officials; document 
  analysis; surveys of 16 officers from 3 local governments. 

* This thesis was for the Master’s in Human Ecology – Culture, Power and Sustainability at Lund University titled 

‘Being Human in the System: a journey into sustainability and local government in Perth, Western Australia’ (2012).  
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3.2.5 Quality in Research 
 

Measures of quality within research will depend upon the research paradigm and 
the approaches undertaken. Within a positivist or post-positivist research 
paradigm (common in natural science research, and the early social science 
research) the concepts of validity and reliability are gold standards of research 
quality (Cousin 2009). As social science research approaches have evolved and a 
variety of paradigms are used to conduct research, different strategies are now 
needed to ensure quality in the research process (Cousin 2009; Savin-Baden and 
Major 2013). Within an AR pragmatic paradigm (as described above), 
trustworthiness is often used to denote quality instead of validity. 

 

Savin-Baden and Major (2013) suggest criteria for ensuring quality related to the 
research process and quality related to the research product. With regards to the 
research process, quality criteria include Criticality, Reflexivity, Honesties, 
Integrity and Verisimilitude (Savin-Baden and Major 2013). In Table 3, I describe 
each of these criteria for the research process and provide examples of how I have 
addressed these. Further details of how I have addressed quality considerations 
can be found in the appended papers. 

 
Table 3. Quality considerations of the research process and examples from papers (from Savin- 
Baden 2013, 474-475). 

 
 

Quality related to Research 
Process 

Criticality – refers to the behaviour 
of those who are engaged in research 
and the complex cognitive functions 
they must perform to complete it. 
Examples within research include 
searching for alternative hypotheses 
and negative instances to examine 
biases. 

Reflexivity – as a concept suggests 
that the position or perspective of the 
researcher shapes all research choices, 
and awareness of this is key. 

Honesties – this requires that 
researchers pay attention to the fact 
that ‘truths’ will be defined by people 
and contexts, and encourages us to be 
mindful of preference for similarity 
and avoidance of difference in 
interpretation of data. 

Integrity – this refers to the 
understanding that each researcher is 
a unique person who will offer a 
unique interpretation of the data. A 
way to strive for integrity is to ensure 
the interpretations are grounded 

Examples of addressing this 
 

• Papers A and C both look at the transformative nature of the 
MSLS program. Data was firstly sought to confirm whether 
or not this was the case for most people, and space within 
the findings is given within both papers for negative/other 
experiences of ‘transformation’ (or not) within the program. 

• Paper D presents the challenges with the pedagogies 
described and as experienced by staff and students. 

• Researcher reflexivity has been incorporated into my thesis 
work through identification of my positionality in the 
research. I discuss this in more detail in section 3.3 - 
Researcher Reflexivity and Reflective Practice. 

• I approached Papers A and C with this in mind as described 
above, by consciously creating a category in my coding for 
‘negative/other’ where I actively sought voices that were 
dissenting or ‘unexpected’ for me. 

• In Paper F I also was mindful in coding the data of seeking 
ideas in the text that were unexpected to me. 

• As the majority of my studies are done in collaboration with 
others, we used this to cross check our interpretations of the 
coding. 

• Papers A, B, C and G also provide rich examples using the 
participants voice within the text. 
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within the data and reflected in the 
text. 

 
Verisimilitude – argues for seeking 
truth-likeness. This can be done by 
examining more and more truths in 
order to exclude some and getting 
closer to plausible truths. 

• Paper F was a solo study so my triangulation of data sources 
took place through using a survey and artifacts, and 
presenting the participants own words in my text. 

• The findings of Papers A, B and C are based on a large 
number of responses, and in many cases rich data adding to 
the likelihood of representing ‘truth-likeness’. 

• This is shown in Papers A and C where alternatives to the 
‘transformational’ nature of the program are presented and 
explored. 

 
 

 
 

With regards to the research product, criteria for quality include Credibility, 
Transferability, Dependability and Confirmability (Savin-Badin and Major 2013). 
In Table 4, I describe each of these criteria for quality in research product and 
provide examples of how I have addressed these. Further details of how I have 
addressed quality considerations as well as the limitations and challenges that 
remain can be found in the appended papers. 

 
Table 4. Quality considerations of the research product with examples from papers (from 
Savin-Badin and Major 2013, 475). 

 
 

Quality related to Research 
Product 

Credibility – refers to the notion 
that study results should be 
convincing and are to be believed. 
The findings should represent some 
sense of the participants reality. 

Examples of addressing this in my research 
 

• All papers within this thesis have gone through a peer 
review process demonstrating a standard of credibility in 
the work. 

• Papers E and F present the reality of participants directly 
through images of their work. 

 
 

Transferability – infers that findings • All papers have the intention to provide findings that can 
may have applications in similar 
situations elsewhere. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Dependability – suggests that 
research findings will endure over 
time. This requires that researchers 
describe the context of the study 
Confirmability – suggests that the 
researcher has remained neutral 
during data analysis and 
interpretation, this held in balance 
with the uniqueness of each 
researcher described in ‘Integrity’. 

be used elsewhere and many papers discuss the 
transferability. 

• Papers D and F present pedagogies that could be used in 
other programs and present recommendations for 
educators. 

• Paper G presents an approach to organisational change 
using education and describes the program. 

• Each paper describes the context of the study. 

• Papers E and G provide very rich descriptions of the 
context in which the study is undertaken. 

• In Paper A two researchers made sense of the data and 
then corroborated findings. 

• Paper F was a solo study so my triangulation of data 
sources took place through using a survey and artifacts, 
and presenting the participants own words in my text. 
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Many of my studies are situated within higher education, and Cousin (2009) 
describes elements that can lead to trustworthiness of this research. Researcher 
reflexivity is one of the essential aspects of this. In the next section I expand upon 
how I approached this, and how I used triangulation within data collecting and 
analysis; collecting and surfacing sufficient data; and, rich descriptive and 
analytical results to support the trustworthiness of my research (Cousin 2009). 

 

3.3 Researcher Reflexivity and Reflective Practice 
 

A key consideration in AR within sustainability science is that many researchers 
have a normative stance and actively try to transform the systems they are 
concurrently researching as opposed to just describing them (Wittmayer and 
Schäpke 2014). This creates a tension between the researcher analysing data 
objectively and being an activist within the research itself. Many acknowledge, 
however, that particularly in sustainability science there is a need for researchers 
and knowledge creation to move towards action for sustainability (Bradbury et al. 
2019; Fazey et al. 2018). This makes it particularly important for the researcher to 
be transparent about position within the research. Within this research my roles 
have included those of “reflective scientist”, “process facilitator”, “knowledge 
broker” and “change agent” (Wittmayer and Schäpke 2014, 488). 

 

Researcher reflexivity has been incorporated into my thesis through identification 
of my positionality in the research. Positionality requires researchers to reflect 
upon where they are coming from and how this might influence the conducting, 
interpreting, and reporting of the research (Cousin 2009). By including my story 
in the introduction chapter of this thesis, my intention is to be transparent about 
who I am and how this has positioned and framed my interest in this research. 
Within all my papers I also present my positionality as an educator and researcher 
(Papers A-F) and/or protagonist (Papers F and G) within each case. I am an insider 
and have deep knowledge and experience within all my cases and this has 
influenced my choice of research approaches, analysis of data and decisions made. 
To provide more trustworthiness to my research I have included triangulation of 
data through surveys, workshops, interviews and artifacts. Within collaborative 
studies we have used investigator triangulation, which means that more than one 
researcher was required to analyze data and check results, and that we conducted 
meetings to clarify sensemaking and analysis (Cousin 2009; Stake 1995). Details of 
this can be seen in the papers. 

 

Within each of the papers presented I have deep knowledge and consider myself a 
‘reflective practitioner’ of which reflecting-in-action and reflecting-on-action are 
key pieces (Schön 2003). I embody the experience of reflection-in-action and 
reflecting-on-action as a teacher and researcher in the MSLS program (Papers A, B 
and C), in the Leading in Complexity course (Paper D) and in the Advanced 
Leadership towards Sustainability course (Paper F) in Sweden, and in the 
Leadership in Sustainability course in Australia (Paper E). I also embody the 
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experience of reflecting-in-action as described in Paper G, and reflecting-on-action 
as a PhD student revisiting the work done through the follow-up survey and the 
written sense-making of creating Paper G. I have leaned into my experience and 
attempted rigor in actions and observations supported by my self-reflection 
through a daily journaling practice (Marshall 2016), and through practicing 
dialogue with my colleagues who are also researchers and educators with the 
intention to contribute to the improvement of the field of sustainability in higher 
education (Corcoran, Walker and Wals 2004) and systems change for 
sustainability (Fazey et al. 2018). I have within each of the studies used surveys, 
interviews, and document analysis to seek other voices and viewpoints, and 
triangulated findings to provide more robustness to the research. I paid attention 
to collecting sufficient data for each of my studies to provide plausibility for my 
results and analysis. I believe this was achieved through the number of responses 
I received within each case as well as the richness of the descriptions that were 
provided. To provide an authentic voice of the participants, their own words were 
used, and in my papers I use rich descriptions to provide transparency around the 
analysis of the data. 

 

3.4 Ethical Considerations 
 

Ethics can be defined as the ‘correctness’ of a particular behaviour and is often 
considered the moral principles that govern behaviour (Savin-Baden and Major 
2013). The field of ethics is continually developing and many would argue that 
some ethical questions are not always simple and often lack clear answers (Savin- 
Baden and Major 2013). Researcher reflexivity and awareness of position and power 
are key considerations for a social science researcher (Henry & Wright 2001; Cousin 
2009). Additional considerations to guide ethical conduct within research often 
include: the risks and benefits of the research to participants of a study; securing 
informed consent from the participants to participate, ensuring that the 
participants understand what the study is about and that they are aware of their 
right to terminate their participation, and being transparent and clear about how 
the information they provide will be used; fair selection of participants; and 
consideration of how privacy and confidentiality will be handled by the researchers 
(Savin-Baden and Major 2013). 

 

For researchers within the Higher Education sector, Henry & Wright (2001) state 
that educators who conduct research on the pedagogy of their disciplines are 
committed by their research goals to seek participants from the captive student 
population. To address ethical concerns with regards to the power dynamic 
associated with educational researchers, students who are currently registered in 
courses that the researchers are teaching and for whom they have evaluative or 
grading responsibilities should not be recruited (Moreno et al., 1999). All of the 
studies in this thesis were carried out after the completion of the courses, and after 
any evaluation or grading except for the study reported in Paper D. In that paper, 
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we used feedback forms from one cohort that was ongoing, but the data used was 
anonymous. 

 

The research conducted within this PhD work presents minimal risks of physical, 
psychological or socioeconomic harm to participants, meaning that the risk 
associated with participation in the studies is similar to that “typically encountered 
in daily life or during the performance of routine physical or psychological 
examinations or tests” (Savin-Baden and Major 2013). Participants in all studies 
were provided information about the research, how their data would be used, and 
consent was elicited. Anonymity was an option in all survey responses, and 
confidentiality in reporting of findings was ensured as quotations from data that 
supported findings were reported so that the identity of participants is 
indiscernible (Morse & Richards, 2002). Participation in all the studies was 
optional and did not imply any significant disadvantages to participants other than 
taking about 30 minutes of time spent answering the survey questions (Papers A, 
B, D, F and G). 

 

Some researchers argue that ethical thinking needs to infuse the daily life of a 
researcher and argue for an ethical research approach and design (Savin-Baden 
and Major 2013). They argue for fundamental considerations such as the 
contribution to knowledge of the study; sound methodological basis for the design; 
the researchers’ ability to carry out the study; respect for all persons that move 
towards kindness and charity; and also extends towards the transparency and 
dissemination of the research products. My intention within this PhD work has 
been to conduct myself and my research with attention to ethical choices. I have 
designed the research with the intention to add to the knowledge around 
sustainability leadership education so that it can be used in practice. I have 
practiced reflexivity through my daily journaling practice and willingness to 
question my assumptions and paradigms. I have sought advice in my methods and 
approaches when I have been unsure, and I have often felt deep gratitude and care 
for the people who have participated in my studies. As a researcher in a Swedish 
Higher Education institution, all my research outputs are publicly available (open 
source) which is one of many Swedish policies of which I am both proud of and 
grateful for. 

 

As a researcher interested in societal change it is important to be reflexive about 
my positionality as an educator and researcher. My approach to research will be 
affected by my background, gender, job, ethnicity and so on as they influence my 
unique perspective on the world and how others view me (Cleaver et al. 2014). In 
these studies, I am an educator to many of the participants and I am an insider, 
and whilst we “...cannot always design subjectivity, positionality and power out of 
our educational enquiry, we can recognise their potential impact and try where 
possible to limit their effects through self-awareness, reflection and consciously 
confronting any personal values that could affect our projects.” (Cleaver et al. 2014, 

7). I have described in these final sections of this chapter how I have approached 
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the notions of quality, trustworthiness, reflexivity and ethics in my life and work 
as a researcher. 

 

3.5 Limitations of the Research 
 

This research required choices and all research choices imply limitations. The 
approach taken in this thesis and the papers within is grounded in an AR approach 
and a pragmatic paradigm. A first general consideration is the role of the 
researcher in AR and sustainability science as discussed above. I come from a 
normative values-based position and am actively trying to transform society 
towards sustainability. Limitations within this can be my biases to preferred 
approaches and may mean I am less open to results, possibilities and solutions that 
are not in alignment with my own values. I have described above how I have 
attempted to secure quality in my research approach. 

 

Each of the studies within themselves also have many limitations, and these are 
discussed in each paper. An example is the potential to include bias as I am an 
alumnus and/or core staff of the programs I have studied. This comes with 
opportunities as well as limitations. The analysis and presentation of results may 
be influenced by my own experiences and pre-understandings. To improve the 
field of sustainability in higher education, Corcoran et al. (2004) suggest the need 
for acknowledging the role of authors and reflexivity is intended to contribute to 
this. I have described my approach to this above. 
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4 Summaries of Appended Papers 

In this chapter I present brief summaries of the appended papers, describe how 
they contribute to the thesis and clarify my contribution to the papers. 

 
 
 

4.1 Paper A 
 

Published as 
 

Jayne Bryant, James Ayers, and Merlina Missimer. 2023. ‘What Transforms for 
Sustainability Leadership Graduates? - Outcomes of a Master’s Program’. 

International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJSHE-03-2022-0086 

 

Summary 
 

With transformational learning and leadership as key leverage points to move us 
towards a sustainability, and educators still unclear of desired outcomes of 
transformational learning processes, the aim of this study was to identify the 
outcomes of transformational learning within an international sustainability 
leadership master’s program in Sweden. The study also prototyped a 
Transformative Learning Typology (TLT) using empirical data in the context of 
sustainability leadership education. Alumni spanning 15 cohorts provided answers 
to a survey and the responses were used to identify what transformed for graduates 
of the program. Graduates described the most common transformation with 
regards to their Self-in-Relation to Others and the World, their Self-knowledge, their 
sense of Empowerment/Responsibility, that their Worldview became More 
Comprehensive or Complex, and that they gained New Awareness/New 
Understandings which transformed their Worldview. Many described 
transformations in their general Ways of Being in the world. Findings suggest the 
TLT as a good basis for analysis in the ESD context. Suggestions for the TLT include 
further development of the process that articulates the relational, interdependent, 
and perhaps a priori relationships between elements that transform. This 
combination provides practical insights to a dynamic, often theoretical and hard 
to articulate process. 

 

Relation in thesis 
 

This paper responds to RQ 1 and presents the outcomes of transformational 
learning within an international sustainability leadership master’s program. It 
prototypes the use of a Typology for Transformative Learning and provides 
recommendations for future use in this context. Along with Paper B, Paper C and 
Paper D, this paper is a part of a suite of papers which report on studies of the 
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MSLS program. This paper responds to the question of if the program is 
transformational and what it is that transforms, and Paper C explores what it is 
about the program that helps create the conditions for this transformation. Paper 
A also responds to RQ4 by presenting some of the challenges found in delivering 
this kind of transformational education. 

 

My contribution 
 

I co-created the research design and survey questions for this paper, led the 
analysis of the data and created the map of results. I led the writing of the paper. 

 
 
 

4.2 Paper B 
 

Published as 
 

James Ayers, Merlina Missimer and Jayne Bryant 2023. ‘Intrapersonal Capacities for 
Sustainability: A Change Agent Perspective on the ‘Inner Dimension’ of 

Sustainability Work’. Sustainability Science. 18, 1181 - 1197. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-022-01288-8 

 

Summary 
 

In ESD research an ongoing dialogue focuses on defining a list of agreed upon 
sustainability competencies required for the work of sustainability leaders or 
change agents. Within this discussion, the role and clarification of an ‘inner 
dimension’ or ‘Intrapersonal Competence’ of sustainability leadership work 
persists. This paper offers a formulation of an ‘Intrapersonal Competence’ 
understanding by presenting eight Intrapersonal capacities described as important 
qualities within the sustainability work of 154 sustainability change agents. These 
capacities are described as the ability to: Hold complexity, Foster a learner’s 
mindset, Deeply value others, Let be, Show up as one’s full self, Regulate and 
manage the self, Persist with lightness and Ensure one’s wellbeing. The study 
provides insights into the relationship between these capacities and their 
connection to the key sustainability competencies framework. It also discusses the 
implications an Intrapersonal perspective has for ESD in incorporating such 
capacities into learning design. This paper offers an empirical contribution the 
understanding of an Intrapersonal Competence by including the voice and 
perspective of sustainability leaders whose everyday work aims to supports 
sustainability transformations. 
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Relation in thesis 
 

This paper responds to RQ 1 and provides a recommendation for what 
sustainability leadership educators could aim for in program design. Along with 
Paper A, Paper C and Paper D, this paper is a part of a suite of papers reporting on 
studies of the MSLS program. Paper C and Paper D provide further guidance on 
how these inner capacities are developed within the MSLS program. 

 

My contribution 
 

I co-created the research design and survey questions for this paper, supported in 
the sense-making of the data and analysis of results. I contributed to writing, 
reviewing and editing of the paper. 

 
 
 

4.3 Paper C 
 

Published as 
 

Bryant, Jayne, James Ayers, Merlina Missimer and Göran Broman. 2021. 
‘Transformational Learning for Sustainability Leadership – Essential Components 
in Synergy’. International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education 22 (8) 190. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJSHE-01-2021-0014 

 

Summary 
 

Transformative learning and leadership are key leverage points for supporting 

society’s transition towards sustainability. The main purpose of this study was to 

identify the components behind the transformational learning experience in the 

Master’s in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability (MSLS) program at 

Blekinge Institute of Technology in Karlskrona, Sweden. Alumni spanning 15 

cohorts provided answers to a survey and the responses were used to map 
components of transformational learning as experienced by the students. The 
survey confirms the anecdotal assertions that the program is transformational. The 
findings suggest that Community, Place, Pedagogy, Concepts & Content, 
Disorientation, and Hope & Agency are essential components, combined with the 
synergy of those into an Integrated Whole that support transformational change 
according to many respondents. This provides program designers and educators 
with suggested components, and emphasises their integration, to support 
transformative learning experiences for sustainability leaders. 
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Relation in thesis 
 

This paper responds to RQ2. The desire was to understand further what it is that 
supports the transformational learning and capacity building in the MSLS program 
so that these can be applied in other contexts. Paper D presents a course within 
the MSLS program, so this paper provides the larger context and learning 
environment within which Paper D is situated. This paper also responds to RQ4 in 
presenting some of the challenges found within this kind of education. 

 

My contribution 
 

The conceptualisation of this paper was conducted in equal collaboration with all 
authors, as was the methodology. I completed the majority of the data analysis and 
sense-making, and the original synthesis of the essential components into the 
proposed model was conducted by myself and subsequently developed with all 
authors. I led the writing of the paper, wrote the original draft and further writing, 
review and editing was undertaken by all authors. 

 
 
 

4.4 Paper D 
 

Published as 
 

Ayers, James, Jayne Bryant, and Merlina Missimer. 2020. ‘The Use of Reflective 
Pedagogies in Sustainability Leadership Education—A Case Study’. Sustainability 
12 (6726): 6726. https://doi.org/10.3390/su12176726. 

 

Summary 
 

This study aimed to examine the use of reflective pedagogies in sustainability 

leadership education by investigating two specific pedagogical tools – the Portfolio 

and Pod - employed by the Master’s in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability 

(MSLS) program at Blekinge Institute of Technology in Karlskrona, Sweden. The 

study analysed data gathered from student surveys, teacher interviews and staff 

reflections to determine the benefits and challenges faced by students and staff in 

implementing and engaging with these pedagogical tools. Benefits include the 

provision of distinct structures to guide student reflection towards individual skill 

development and the use of collective reflection to encourage generative dialogue 

between students and staff. This holds benefits for collaboration, self-awareness, 

understanding of multiple perspectives and creating self-directed graduates. Staff 

and students also suggest a number of challenges. These include the ‘constrictive’ 

nature of guided reflection and the emotional and mental load faced by staff in 
hosting and holding students through often challenging personal reflective 
processes. For the potential of reflective pedagogies to be truly realised for ESD in 
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higher education, institutions need to develop an understanding of the 
requirements that reflective pedagogies have on students and teachers and create 
institutional structures to support them. 

 

Relation in thesis 
 

This paper explores the role of reflection in transformational learning for 
sustainability leadership and contributes with the outline of a pedagogical 
framework and two pedagogies which can be used in learning programs. It 
contributes to the understanding of ways that sustainability leaders can be 
supported, thus providing some insight to RQ2. It relates to Paper C in that it 
provides a more specific and nuanced description of one of the courses within the 
MSLS program that is referred to by respondents in Paper C. It also responds to 
RQ4 in describing challenges faced by students, staff and more broadly in this 
education. 

 

My contribution 
 

The conceptualisation of this paper was conducted in equal collaboration with all 
authors as was the choice of methodology. Formal analysis of the data was 
conducted by myself and James Ayers; resources and historical knowledge came 
from Merlina Missimer. The original draft preparation was conducted by James 
Ayers; and writing, review and editing was undertaken by myself and Merlina 
Missimer. 

 
 
 

4.5 Paper E 
 

Published as 
 

Mike Mouritz, Peter Newman, Renee Newman, Jayne Bryant, Aimee Smith, and 
Elaine Olsen. 2022. ‘Leadership in Sustainability: Collective Wisdom, 
Conversations, Creativity, Contemplation and Courage, the five pillars of a Masters 
teaching unit’. Sustainability 14 (9): 5070. https://doi.org/10.3390/su14095070 

 

Summary 
 

Contributing with suggestions for design of sustainability leadership programs, 
this paper provides an overview of insights and lessons learned from nearly 20 
years of running a Master’s course called Leadership in Sustainability at Curtin 
University. The unit is based on five ‘C’ pillars, which are discussed in this paper to 
show how the teaching was able to assist potential leaders in their journey towards 
sustainability. Collective Wisdom is the theory of how leaders have used their 
imagination to solve collective ‘wicked problems’ and how sustainability requires 
such wisdom. The content covers theories from innovation, complexity, 
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leadership, management and sustainability literatures, and the students are 
required to show that they used this in solving a problem. Conversations (in Paper 
D we refer to this as generative dialogue) are the main tool that is used because 
only through integrating diverse opinions have solutions been found to such 
problems as sustainability problems. The unit is based around case studies from 
leaders who have approached sustainability from various perspectives, and 
conversations were created with the leaders to illustrate this. Creativity is 
introduced as a tool that draws upon different layers of perspectives on how to 
tackle wicked problems, as well as facilitating the breadth of conversations and 
actions required to solve them. The unit requires students to do a creativity project 
in an attempt to affect change for sustainability and the teachers provide assistance 
in how to make this work. Contemplation (in Papers C and D I refer to this as 
reflection) is designed to show how leadership requires reflection to enable the 
creativity and conversations to reach the depth and breadth required. The unit 
introduces students to the Theory-U tools to help instill the link between creativity 
and reflection in addressing sustainability challenges and enabling leadership that 
creates change in personal, organisational and social systems. Finally, Courage is 
shown as a necessary part of the role of a leader in sustainability to make the magic 
of collective and creative solutions, based on conversations and contemplation, 
come to life through a demonstration-based transition. As teachers and reflective 
practitioners, we outline in this paper the pedagogies of this master’s course and 
summarises these five Pillars of the sustainability program. 

 

Relation in thesis 
 

This paper responds to both RQ2 and RQ3. It describes the design of a learning 
experience (or pedagogy) contributing to RQ2, and the outcomes of that work on 
both the students and their outer worlds through the creativity project contribute 
towards RQ3. The approach of using creativity as a way of thinking and intervening 
for sustainability change described in this paper, is the inspiration and foundation 
for the Creativity in Action Project described in Paper F. 

 

My contribution 
 

I was a co-designer and teacher on the Leadership in Sustainability (LiS) course at 
Curtin University from 2011-2017. My contribution to this course was to reflect on 
my work as a sustainability change agent (Paper G) and I introduced content and 
pedagogy from the MSLS program (Papers A, B, C and D). This program uses 
reflective pedagogies (similar to Paper D) and a Creativity Project which influenced 
the pedagogy and design in this paper. I led the writing of the introduction and 
problem framing of the paper, the methodology section, the summary table, and 
contributed equally to the writing, editing and finalizing of the paper. 
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4.6 Paper F 
 

Published as 
 

Jayne Bryant. 2022. ‘Creativity, Leadership and Education for Sustainability - A 
Creativity in Action Project to support student learning, action and impact for 

sustainability change’. Proceedings of the 28th Annual Conference of the 
International Sustainable Development Research Society, Stockholm, June 15- 
17, 2022. 

 

Summary 
 

The sustainability challenges of our time require engagement from all, and the 
potential for the arts and humanities to contribute has been argued to be 
undervalued and underutilised within sustainability science approaches. UNESCO 
sees education as a key leverage point to shift society towards sustainability 
transformations. However, as with sustainability approaches in general, the 
potential of creativity and the arts remains untapped as a tool, topic, process, 
pedagogy and way of thinking. Inspired by a creativity assignment delivered in a 
Leadership in Sustainability course at Curtin University in Western Australia, this 
paper describes a Creativity in Action Project which was an assignment within the 
Advanced Leadership for Sustainability course at Blekinge Institute of Technology 
in Sweden. This paper articulates the purpose, design, pedagogy, content and 
learning process of the Creativity in Action Project and how it integrates the whole 
course. In brief, the students were invited to: “...explore the role creativity and/or 
the arts play, or could play, in expanding your thinking and in shifting paradigms 
that move people towards sustainability” and the intention of the project was to 
“...explore creative ways to enact change for sustainability in your lives or 
communities” through taking inspiration from artistic practices and processes. 
Through a feedback survey, this study evaluates the project as a whole and 
identifies the key pedagogical elements that supported the students’ learning; what 
provided value and impact for the students; as well as discussing the challenges in 
doing such work. With permission from the students, this paper showcases some 
of the artistic and creative projects that the students completed. This paper also 
uses feedback from the participants, suggesting that the Creativity in Action 
Project is a useful pedagogical tool to develop Key Sustainability Competencies (in 
particular the Intrapersonal and Values-thinking competences). The intention of 
this paper is to provide educators and learning designers with inspiration and a 
practical, adaptable, and impactful creativity-based pedagogy for the development 
of sustainability leadership education and key sustainability competencies that 
could be used and adapted to various contexts. It is hoped this will in turn support 
societal transition towards sustainability through empowering students to be 
sustainability change agents by applying their creativity to solve a sustainability 
challenge in real life. 
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Relation in thesis 
 

This paper responds to both RQ2 and RQ3. It uses creativity as content and 
pedagogy and connects sustainability leadership education across Sweden (Papers 
A, B, C and D) and Australia (Paper E) and showcases the possible impacts of 
inviting students to make change in their own lives. The approach and pedagogy 
shared in this paper is based on that described in Paper E. 

 

My contribution 
 

I conceived of, designed the research, and wrote the paper. I designed the 
pedagogy and led the Creativity in Action assignment within the course. I led the 
evaluation design for study, data collection and analysis and wrote and presented 
the paper at the conference in Stockholm. 

 
 
 

4.7 Paper G 
 

Published as 
 

Bryant, Jayne, and Giles Thomson. 2020. ‘Learning as a Key Leverage Point for 
Sustainability Transformations: A Case Study of a Local Government in Perth, 
Western Australia’. Sustainability Science. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-020- 
00808-8 

 

Summary 
 

This paper presents a case study about my work of embedding sustainability action 
into a local government in Perth, Western Australia, through the introduction of 
a sustainability policy and the accompanying education and culture change 
program. Education was a key leverage point, while a systemic, systematic and 
strategic sustainability framework (in this case the FSSD) created a shared 
understanding to guide sustainability changes, encouraging staff to think outside 
their disciplinary and bureaucratic silos, to discuss the interconnections with other 
departments, and create solutions. The use of my personal experience as the leader 
of the sustainability education, policy and culture change program, document 
review and staff surveys and interviews present an ‘ethnography of a bureaucracy’ 
(Bernstein and Mertz 2011) that casts some light upon a change process within the 
seldom seen inner workings of a local government organisation as it introduced a 
sustainability program over a period of more than five years. The case study 
provides evidence of the potential power of learning as a key leverage point for 
sustainability transformations. 
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Relation in thesis 
 

This paper responds to both RQ2 and RQ3 and describes my work as a practitioner 
and active sustainability change agent within an organisation. The approach 
consciously applied and used learning as a key leverage point. My PhD studies gave 
opportunity for reflection upon the work done. It is also an example of an 
education outcome of the MSLS program which was described in Papers A, B, C 
and D. Each year within this case study (2011-2016), I presented my work in a 
reflective conversation with students in the course described in Paper E. 

 

My contribution 
 

I conceived of and designed the research, and led the writing of this paper with 
writing support of my co-author and former City of Canning colleague Giles 
Thomson. As an AR paper, it is significant to mention that I was actively employed 
at Canning for the entire (5+ years) of the case study. This included the preparation 
of my 2012 Master’s thesis (referred to in the paper as the ‘Background Study’) 
which formed the foundation of the sustainability change program as it identified 
leverage points within the local government for sustainability transformations. I 
initiated the sustainability change process within this local government 
organisation based on this initial study and designed and created the learning and 
policy interventions explained in this paper. I designed the follow up study in 2019 
and presented these results at the conference Leverage Points at Leuphana 
University in February 2019, and I am grateful for the conversations following my 
presentation which helped deepen my thinking. 
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5 Main Results and Discussion 

In this chapter I present and discuss the main results of the papers in relation to 
the research questions. 

 

5.1 What to Aim for in Sustainability Leadership 
Education? 

 

The first research question is: What might educators in the field of sustainability 
leadership aim for in designing and delivering programs? RQ1 is addressed in Papers 
A and B. Paper A presents outcomes of a transformational leadership program and 
a typology of transformative learning as a way to understand and assess TL in a 
sustainability leadership context. Paper B suggests the development of 
Intrapersonal competence and outlines eight capacities that sustainability 
practitioners have identified as being part of the inner dimension of their ability to 
do work in the world. Table 5 provides a summary of the results of these papers. 

 
Table 5. Overview of results responding to RQ1. 

 

Paper RQ1: What might educators in the field of sustainability 
leadership aim for in designing and delivering programs? 

Paper A: What Transforms? – 
Transformative Learning in a 
Sustainability Leadership 
Master’s Program. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Paper B: Intrapersonal 
Capacities for Sustainability: 
A Change Agent Perspective 
on the ‘Inner Dimension’ of 
Sustainability Work’. 

The field agrees that transformative learning is an essential 
aspect of ESD. However, not much clarity exists on what we are 
aiming to transform. This paper: 

• Suggests and validates that a Typology of Transformative 
Learning (TTL) is a useful model in Sustainability Leadership 
education and that we may aim to develop a student’s: 
Worldview; Self; Epistemology; Ontology; Behaviour and 
Capacity. 

• Presents transformative outcomes of the MSLS program and 
elaborates on the above typology in the ESD context with 
richer descriptors and examples for future use. 

The literature is clear that as educators we aim for sustainability 
competencies development and a set of competencies has been 
suggested. This paper: 

• elaborates the suggested Intrapersonal competency and 
suggests eight Intrapersonal Capacities that sustainability 
leadership educators might aim to develop: Hold complexity, 
Foster a learners mindset, Deeply value others, Let be, Show 
up as one’s full self, Regulate and manage the self, Persist with 
lightness and Ensure one’s wellbeing. 

 

 
 

5.1.1 Transformative Leadership Education – What Transforms? 
 

Paper A contributes to RQ1 by suggesting and prototyping the typology of 
transformative learning in a sustainability leadership education program, 
providing more rich descriptions and recommendations for future use; as well as 
utilising this framework to describe what transforms for MSLS graduates. 
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Literature within ESD is generally aligned with the perspective that education 
which moves beyond transmission style input to education toward education that 
transforms the way a student understands themselves and the world is necessary 
to create sustainability graduates capable of leading change (Papenfuss et al. 2019; 
Wiek, Withycombe, and Redman 2011; Wamsler 2020). Rodríguez Aboytes and 
Barth (2020) conducted a systematic literature review of TL in ESD which showed 
the following learning outcomes that were most commonly reported in the 
literature: 

 

• Increase of new knowledge and practical skills. 

• Reconstruction of values, norms and perspectives. 

• Increase in the sense of self-awareness, agency and empowerment. 

• Development of critical, systems and complex thinking. 

• Social learning - reinforcement of social relationships, social mobilisation 
and activism (Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth 2020, 1001). 

This systematic literature review was not intended as a model to guide learning 
design. However, in the field of Transformative Learning (TL) the Typology of 
Transformative Learning (TTL) (Hoggan 2016) was designed as a tool to assess and 
guide educators aiming to produce transformational outcomes (but not necessarily 
in the field of ESD) in graduates of their programs. In summary, it suggests 
transformation within students can be reported as a changes in: 

 

• Worldview: Assumptions, Beliefs, Values, Expectations; Ways of 
interpreting experience; More comprehensive or complex Worldview; 
New awareness/New understandings. 

• Self: Self-in-relation to others/World; Identity/View of Self; 
Empowerment/Responsibility; Self-knowledge; Personal narrative; 
Meaning/purpose; Personality. 

• Epistemology: More discriminating; Utilising extra-rational ways of 
Knowing; More open; Shift in thoughts and ways of thinking; 
Autonomous; More complex thinking. 

• Ontology: Affective experience of life; Ways of being; Attributes. 

• Behaviour: Actions consistent with new perspective; Social action; 

Behaviour; Skills. 

• Capacity: Cognitive development; Consciousness; Spirituality. 

Paper A (Table 2) matches the learning outcomes from Rodríguez Aboytes and 
Barth (2020) with Hoggan (2016) and the TTL is presented as a model in the field 
of ESD to design and assess transformational learning in an ESD context – the 
MSLS program. 
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WHAT TRANSFORMED FOR GRADUATES OF THE MSLS PROGRAM 
MAPPED TO THEMES OF TRANSFORMATIONAL LEARNING 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Of the 174 MSLS alumni who responded to the question of whether or not MSLS 
was transformational for them, 91 % stated that it was transformational. Some 

quotes from respondents that support this finding include: ‘’It changed me 

permanently. Like the red-pill from the Matrix; can't go back” And, “Regarding seeing 

the processes and dynamics - it just made a lot of sense, feels like before I was blind, and 

now I can better listen to and see what actually happens”. 

 

Paper A looks at what it was that transforms for the MSLS students and these 
findings are presented in Figure 2. 

 
 
 

 
Self Worldview Behaviour 
Epistemology Ontology Capacity 
Other/negative aspects   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2: What Transformed for Graduates of the MSLS Program Mapped to Themes of a 
Typology for Transformative Learning (based on Hoggan 2016) 

 

Table 6 provides examples of the responses of MSLS students describing what 
transformed and the colours match Figure 2. 
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Table 6. The most commonly experienced transformations within MSLS with examples. 

 

Code or Sub-theme 

(from Hoggan 2016) 

#of 

people 
A direct quote from respondent 

1. Self: Self-in-relation 73 It helped me see that I am not alone in thinking that we should 

to others/World.  be more authentic in our leadership in this world. That we 

  have separated self from organisation and that precludes us 

  from having a transformative impact (case 35). 

2. Worldview: More 55 It has given me a different perspective on my daily life; I 

comprehensive or  gained the ability to zoom out of a situation and see the bigger 

complex.  picture (case 42). 

3. Self: Self- 52 A new perception and understanding of myself and my 

knowledge.  capabilities (case 31). 

4. Ontology: Ways of 48 I can see and feel that I'm a different person than the one I was 

being.  before coming to MSLS. It's about the combination of the 

  content and the way I get to practice being in the world that 

  has been of massive value to me (case 103). 

5. Self: Empowerment 46 Personally - it equipped me with a stronger sense of 

/ Responsibility.  considering myself as a changemaker and gave me inner 

  strength (case 8). 

6. Worldview: New 43 Some of the contents, such us the FSSD, or systems thinking, 

Awareness /New  or Theory U where thresholds that changed my worldview and 

Understandings.  mindset of how the world works and what is my role in it 

  (case 200). 

 
 
 

The results suggest that transformational outcomes of TL occur for the graduates 
of the MSLS program with significant shifts in the graduates understanding of self 
in relation to others and the world and their sense of empowerment and 
responsibility, while parallel changes emerged in the development of worldviews 
that can be said to be richer, more nuanced, more complex and perhaps more 
dynamic. Their way of being in the world transformed. The study prototypes the 
TTL in ESD and confirms the framework as a useful framework for learning 
designers to aim for in sustainability leadership education. Paper A provides a 
richness of data to develop the TTL in the ESD context. While important from an 
academic and an institutional perspective, this knowledge is also vital from a 
practical perspective, as it allows sustainability educators to identify and design 
approaches that do indeed lead to individual transformation and support societal 
transformation towards sustainability. 
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The ability to... Description 

5.1.2 Intrapersonal Capacities for Sustainability Leadership 
 

Contributing to the conversation on Key Sustainability Competencies and in 
particular the Intrapersonal Competence; this study suggests eight Intrapersonal 
Capacities that sustainability change agents suggest may constitute this 
competence. These capacities are described in Table 7. 

 
Table 7. Intrapersonal Capacities for Sustainability Leadership. 

 

...hold complexity. The ability to cope with large amounts of information, 
uncertainty, ambiguity, and paradox. 

 

…foster a learner’s mindset. The ability to be curious and renew one’s knowledge, skills and 
perspective. 

 

…deeply value others. The ability to see and honour diverse perspectives and people. 
 

…to let be. The ability to be present, accept what is and let go of attachments. 
 

…show up as one’s full self. The ability to show one’s strengths, weaknesses, values, and 
vulnerability. 

…regulate and manage the 
self. 

The ability to cultivate self-awareness of one’s reactions and 
balance them when needed. 

 

… persist with lightness. The ability to persevere with positivity and cultivate optimism and 
hope. 

 

…ensure one’s wellbeing. The ability to ensure the mental, physical and emotional resources 
required. 

 

 

In identifying the capacities of an Intrapersonal Competence, it provides educators 
a target to aim for, and in the MSLS program we have re-designed our skill 
development plans within our Leading in Complexity course to support students 
developing these inner capacities. Papers A, B, C and D provides more detail on 
the pedagogies associated with developing these capacities in MSLS. 

 

In summary, scholars within sustainability science and ESD have named the 
importance of capacity building and transformation at the individual level as a core 
driver to shifting to a sustainable trajectory (Brundiers and Wiek 2017; Sellberg et 
al. 2021; Pöllänenv et al. 2023) and RQ1 responds to this. It suggests that 
sustainability leadership program designers should be aiming to move beyond 
knowledge input about sustainability and towards transformation learning of the 
students thinking, doing and being. What is required of our graduates is a 
transformed sense of themselves and the world, and a more nuanced 
understanding of the relationship between these things. The TTL can guide 
educators in knowing what to aim for. Developing this inner world of the students 
can be supported by the articulation of the eight capacities which could constitute 
an Intrapersonal competence. The focus on this individual transformation and 
capacity building should not be mistaken for tokenistic behaviourist approaches 
to systems change (Boda et al. 2021) but instead the building of individuals’ 
capacity for relationships and to collaborate on sustainability transformation 
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(Moore et al. 2018). The learning experiences associated with this kind of learning 
are presented in the next section. 

 
 
 

5.2 Designing Learning Experiences for Sustainability 
Leadership 

 

The second research question is: How can educators design learning experiences to 
best support sustainability leaders? RQ2 is addressed in Papers C-G, all of which 
present studies in sustainability leadership education. In this section I present and 
discuss key findings. Table 8 provides a summary. 

 
Table 8. Overview of results responding to RQ2. 

 

Paper RQ2: How can educators design learning experiences to best 
support sustainability leaders? 

Paper C: Transformational 
Learning for Sustainability 
Leadership – essential 
components in synergy. 

 

 
Paper D: The Use of 
Reflective Pedagogies in 
Sustainability Leadership 
Education—a Case Study. 

 
 

 
Paper E: Leadership in 
Sustainability: Collective 
Wisdom, Conversations, 
Creativity, Contemplation 
and Courage, the five 
pillars of a Master’s 
teaching unit. 

 
 
 
 

 
Paper F: Creativity, 
Leadership and Education 
for Sustainability - A 

With TL a common approach for sustainability leadership education, 
this paper suggests learning designers may: 

• Consider using the essential components of Community, Place, 
Pedagogy, Concepts & Content, Disorientation, and Hope & Agency, 
combined with the synergy of those into an Integrated Whole that 
support transformational change. 

Research suggests that reflective learning supports sustainability 
leadership development and Transformative Learning. This paper 
presents: 

• Two possible reflective pedagogies: the Portfolio to guide student 
reflection towards individual skill development; and the Pod to 
scaffold conversations and collective reflection to encourage 
generative dialogue. 

Sustainability leaders are required to think creatively to solve the wicked 
problems of our current societies. This paper suggests five pillars which 
learning designers of sustainability leadership education could integrate: 

• Collective Wisdom - highlighting imagination to solve collective 
‘wicked problems’ from various fields and disciplines. 

• Conversations/dialogue to integrate diverse perspectives. 

• Creativity as a way of thinking and a tool for leading sustainability 
change. 

• Contemplation/reflection to enable creativity and conversations to 
reach depth and breadth. 

• Courage is a necessary part of the role of a leader in sustainability to 
‘make the magic’. 

Creativity and the arts are often missing from sustainability education. 
In this paper creativity is presented as a creative person; a creative 
process; a product that is the result; or press (the situational influences 

Creativity in Action Project or environmental support for creativity process). This paper: 
to support student 
learning, action and impact 
for sustainability change. 

• Presents and describes in detail the pedagogy of a Creativity in Action 
Project (CAP) and suggests it is useful to sustainability competence 
development in a variety of fields. 
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Paper G: Learning as a key 
leverage point for 
Sustainability 
Transformations – A case 
study from Perth, Western 
Australia. 

To support sustainability leaders in an organisational culture change 
process towards sustainability, learning designers may choose to: 

• Consider Strategic Sustainability education within the organisation to 
provide a shared language in multi/transdisciplinary spaces. 

• Empower participants (create Sustainability Champions) to lead 
action in their own spheres of influence. 

• Use a variety of learning interventions at different levels to support 
the change. 

• Use ‘Chains of Leverage’ to integrate the education, supported by 
policy, which reinforces culture. 

 

 

5.2.1 Essential Components in Synergy 
 

In Paper C, having answered that the MSLS program was indeed transformational, 
respondents were asked questions about what supported their transformational 
experience and the findings suggest that Community, Place, Pedagogy, Concepts 
& Content, Disorientation, and Hope & Agency are essential components, 
combined with the synergy of those into an Integrated Whole, for supporting 
transformational change. These findings are summarised in Figure 3 where each 
component is mapped and placed in relation to the others. 

 
 

 
Figure 3. Essential components of transformational learning within the MSLS program from 
alumni Survey. 

 

Figure 3 attempts to illustrate this integrated and nested nature of the 
transformational learning experience for the MSLS students. The details of each of 
these are expanded upon in Paper C. Scholars have described and presented 
pedagogies and learning experiences to build sustainability competencies (Sipos, 
Battisti, and Grimm 2008; Shriberg and Macdonald 2013; Burns 2016; Lozano et al. 
2017; Burns and Schneider 2019). An important and interesting finding of this work 
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is that 83 of the respondents pointed out that it is the whole package – or 
integration of the components - that enables the transformation. Previous studies 
identify various conditions or components to support the design of programs 
(Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth 2020), or highlight the synergy or integration of 
learning conditions such as the integration of pedagogy design and intent of the 
facilitator (Sterling, Dawson, and Warwick 2018). The findings of this study 
support the need for educators to focus attention on the integration of components 
of programs beyond specific content and pedagogies. This includes synergising 
components such as Community, Place and Hope & Agency. In the participants´ 
words: “I can’t isolate just one thing that was most important unless I can call it a 
synergy of things. What made the program so special was a mix of people, place, 
constraints, freedom, and an overall sense of respect and care” and, “…has been 
designed as a whole to help becoming an inspirational person capable of taking 
leadership.” Figure 3 articulates the significant finding that it is the components 
operating in synergy that provides the transformative effect. 

 

5.2.2 Self-reflection and Dialogue 
 

Papers C, D and E contribute to RQ2 in naming the importance of reflection and 
dialogue in not only transformational learning programs, but also as key capacities 
needed by sustainability leaders. In Paper C, respondents named the importance 
of the diverse community to challenge paradigms, and the pedagogies outlined in 
Paper D as being supportive to their transformation. Paper D describes the two 
main reflective tools used in the LiC course: the Portfolio which contains a series 
of individual written reflections; and the Pod which is a structured group dialogue. 
The Portfolio and Pod interlink with the LiC course content, as well as content of 
other courses in the MSLS program, and as such serve as the container for formal 
reflection and collective reflection through dialogue. Outcomes described by 
students in Paper D include increased self-awareness; ability to collaborate; 
understanding of multiple perspectives; and creating self-directed graduates. 

 

Paper E describes a reflective (contemplative) process based on Theory U 
(Scharmer 2007) to scaffold the student’s reflection within the course. It also 
describes the dialogue (conversations) which help uncover the collective wisdom 
in a group. Self-reflection and dialogue are key factors in facilitating and 
supporting transformation both individually and collectively (Gunnlaugson 2006). 
Diversity within community provides a challenge to worldviews and the creation 
of trust within the relationships allows for dialogue with self and others that both 
strengthens relationship and creates the opportunity for individual and social 
transformative learning (Formenti and Dirkx 2014; Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth 
2020). The findings of the MSLS alumni survey in Paper C confirm the importance 
of the relationships, dialogue and reflection in their transformation: “MSLS and 
especially LiC caused me to reflect about myself, my values, where/who I am and 
where/who I want to be. These reflections and the quality of conversations with other 
MSLSers changed the way I show up in different situations and conversations.” Many 
connect this explicitly to the pedagogies of LiC – the Pod and the Portfolio – the 
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subject of Paper D. “I started thinking that I was in need of tools and concepts for 
sustainability. In retrospect, the reflections and POD-sessions in LiC brought me the 
most in my professional and personal life. I feel I’ve grown as a person and feel more 
confident in my work”. Learning to speak with one another – and most importantly 
to listen – is a key to us creating a foundation from which we can collaborate to 
create a healthy, sustainable, democratic society (Vallor 2018; Freeth and Caniglia 
2020; Bretherton 2020). 

 

5.2.3 Creativity and the Arts 
 

Papers E and F explicitly view and use creativity and the arts in the sustainability 
leadership education with the foundational assumption that all persons are 
creative in various ways and forms, and all have the ability to produce a creative 
product through a creative process. Additionally, a focus on press – the situational 
or environmental influences that often support creativity are “freedom, autonomy, 
good role models, resources (including time), encouragement for originality, 
freedom from criticism and norms in which innovation is prized and failure not 
fatal” (Witt and Beorkrem 1989, 31–32) – was an essential component. 

 

The potential for the arts and humanities to contribute within sustainability 
science has been argued to be undervalued and underutilised (Palsson et al. 2013; 
Saleh and Brem 2023) and as with sustainability approaches in general the 
potential of creativity and the arts remains untapped as a tool, topic, process, 
pedagogy and way of thinking within sustainability education (Sandri 2013; 
Newman-Storen 2014; Kagan and Kirchberg 2016). The Leadership in Sustainability 
course (LiS) at Curtin University in Western Australia (Paper E) has been holding 
conversations with leaders and change makers for sustainability asking the 
question: how do we use or creativity to make change for sustainability? The 
students every year are taught about creativity and creative thinking and are asked 
to practice their leadership and make change in their worlds for sustainability in 
some way, and are encouraged to explore of a diversity of practices, including 
performance, creation of protype solutions, visual art and craft, installations, web 
development, poetry, song, sculpture, guerrilla gardening, community garden 
plots, cooking and more. 

 

Inspired by this Creativity Project described in Paper E, Paper F describes a 
Creativity in Action Project (CAP) that was included in an advanced sustainability 
leadership course to MSLS alumni. In brief, the students were invited to: “...explore 
the role creativity and/or the arts play, or could play, in expanding your thinking and 
in shifting paradigms that move people towards sustainability” and the intention of 
the project was to “...explore creative ways to enact change for sustainability in your 
lives or communities” through taking inspiration from artistic practices and 
processes. 
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Key learning outcomes identified by participants through the CAP can be summed 
up in four themes: 

 

• Communication - the value of artistic and creative expressions to 
communicate sustainability, and that communication is two-way (speaking 
and listening). 

 

• Concrete - the empowerment of ‘being embodied’ and creating something 
‘concrete’ in the world. 

 

• Courage - the challenge of expanding comfort zones and the courage that 
requires. 

 

• Creative thinking - the revelation of how many creative ways sustainability 
issues can be tackled. 

 

One student learning about creativity was expressed as “changed me a lot in terms 
of how I approach my change-maker role in the world”, and another as “I was able 
to see the possibility of approaching sustainability in a different way as I was doing 
it”. 

 

I was curious to see the participant’s perspectives on the CAP to support 
development of the key sustainability competencies (Brundiers et al. 2021; A. 
Redman and Wiek 2021). Many of the participants are also professionals, and work 
in sustainability leadership roles, and many of them are familiar with the key 
sustainability competencies through MSLS and/or through working in education 
for sustainability. Although the data set is small, participants suggested ‘Values- 
thinking’ and ‘Intrapersonal’ competence development could be supported 
through the CAP. 

 
 
 

5.2.4 Organisational Learning and Change 
 

Paper G describes an approach to organisational change that leverages human 
capacity and uses learning to create a shared language for sustainability. Many 
local government sustainability officers or initiators focus on the work that needs 
to be done to make the organisation or community sustainable and implement 
sustainability projects themselves (e.g., putting solar panels on government 
buildings). These technical interventions, while highly tangible, could be seen as 
shallow leverage points. My goal was to utilise deep leverage points with the aim to 
shift the intent (Abson et al. 2017) of the organisation by building the capacity of 
staff, individually and collectively, to make change for sustainability through an 
education program as illustrated in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4. Learning as a key leverage point: amplifying impact and shifting institutional intent 
through learning and capacity building of staff (from Bryant and Thomson, 2021) (adapted 
from Abson et al., 2017; Fischer and Riechers, 2019). Reproduced with permission from Springer 
Nature. 

 
 
 

The foundation of this approach to organisational change is education to create a 
shared language for sustainability. It uses a variety of learning interventions at 
different levels to support the change and provides intensive education to a core 
group of sustainability ‘Champions’ who are then empowered to lead change 
throughout the organisation. Of the education program, one survey respondent 
said: “It was very important as it helped people grasp a concept that can be interpreted 
in different ways, is nebulous and complex. Education provided an opportunity to ‘talk 
the same language' when addressing sustainability - people could see how it relates to 
their work and how they can change - empowered people to act and share the 
sustainability beyond their group.” This shared language and understanding helped 
create an environment where people could work across traditional disciplinary 
boundaries. Through the Strategic Sustainability training the ‘Champions’ were 
also able to function as translators speaking their disciplinary language (e.g., 
engineering, environmental science, public health, etc.), as well as ‘sustainability’. 
The shared language and sustainability frame of reference – in this instance, the 
FSSD was used (Broman and Robèrt 2017) – helped them navigate cross- 
organisational spaces, share knowledge and co-create solutions. They could 
translate, teach and empower within their own departments and teams and were 
coached to lead initiatives towards sustainability. 
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The education program provided a variety of learning interventions to support the 
change. Outlined in Paper G more extensively, they included: 

 

• Strategic Sustainability training of 2-3 days for ‘Champions’. 
 

• Creation of a Sustainability Video of 10 minutes to support education 
reach. 

 

• Business Planning Workshops for all managers in the organisation to 
support them addressing the sustainability policy in their Business Plans. 

 

• Induction Training for all new staff. 
 

• Councillor and Executive trainings, workshops and regular reports. 
 

• ‘Lunch and Learns’ open to all staff on various sustainability topics. 

 

Staff within the organisation were invited into a collaborative, empowering 
movement, and this was identified by one survey respondent who stated that the 
collaborative approach to defining the problem and creating solutions as key to 
creating impact: “the participatory approach that involved everyone on the journey to 
sustainability was also important in embedding change”. 

 
The education program, combined with the Sustainability Policy aimed to build a 
culture of support and normalise sustainability across organisation. ‘Chains of 
Leverage’ (Fischer and Riechers 2019) are ways to integrate a multi-pronged 
approach to sustainability transformations, and the education, supported by 
policy, which reinforces culture is an example of this. To support sustainability 
leaders in an organisational culture change process towards sustainability, learning 
designers may choose to use this integrated approach. 

 

In summarising my response to RQ2, these papers suggest educators could best 
support sustainability leaders through the conscious consideration and integration 
of components of Community, Place, Pedagogy, Concepts & Content, 
Disorientation, and Hope & Agency within course and program design. 
Furthermore, the use of individual reflection and group dialogue to support 
student learning and transformation and the use of creativity and the arts as a way 
of thinking and a tool to solve sustainability problems have shown to be helpful to 
develop the student’s competencies. Finally, the use of education as a tool for 
sustainability change should be remembered outside formal classroom 
environments. Focussing on educating and empowering others through a variety 
of learning interventions is a powerful leverage point to shift organisational culture 
and create impact for sustainability in the world. 
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5.3 Outcomes and Impacts of Sustainability Leadership 
Education 

 

The third research question is: What outcomes and impacts can these learning 
experiences lead to? RQ3 is addressed through two lenses: the impact on 
community and place through the student’s creativity projects in sustainability 
leadership education (Papers E and F); and impact on wider community and place 
through sustainability leadership education within a local government 
organisation (Paper G). A summary of results is given in Table 9. 

 
Table 9. Overview of results responding to RQ3. 

 

Paper RQ3 – What impacts and outcomes can these learning 
experiences lead to? 

Paper E: Leadership in 
Sustainability: Collective 
Wisdom, Conversations, 
Creativity, Contemplation 
and Courage, the five pillars 
of a Masters teaching unit. 

 

 
Paper F: 
Creativity, Leadership and 
Education for Sustainability – 
A Creativity in Action Project 
to support student learning, 
action and impact for 
sustainability change. 

 

 
Paper G: 
Learning as a key leverage 
point for Sustainability 
Transformations – A case 
study from Perth, Western 
Australia. 

Outcomes and impacts that this paper suggests possible include 
changes in not only the students’ ability to think and act more 
creatively, but also to affect change in their communities, homes 
and workplaces. Examples include: 

• low-carbon food recipes cooked and placed in the fridge at 
work to be shared with colleagues over lunch. 

• a shipping container designed to house the homeless during 
the COVID-19 lockdown. 

Outcomes of this Creativity in Action Project (CAP) include 
students’ self-reported changes in their perception of themselves 
as being creative, and examples of impacts in their communities, 
homes and daily lives include: 

• doing stand-up comedy training to bring humour and laughter 
into this dark and difficult topic of sustainability. 

• painting an alternative future vison for an international 
environmentally and socially sustainable tourism facility in 
Zambia’s (as opposed to copper mining). 

This paper demonstrates an organisational learning and change 
approach centred on education. It demonstrates: 

• the amplification of impact through the ripple effects of the 
sustainability Champions leading action in their own 
departments. 

• Tangible examples of impact include a geothermal bore for the 
swimming pool and 90 % paper reduction in the Planning 
Department. 

• Chains of Leverage is a useful concept for sustainability 
transformations – education supported by policy, which in turn 
supports and reinforces the policy and culture change. 

 

 
 

5.3.1 Inspiring Change-makers to Action 
 

In this section I will provide some tangible and concrete examples of impact on the 
participants community and place through the sustainability leadership education 
presented in Papers E and F. 
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The Leadership in Sustainability course (LiS) at Curtin University in Western 
Australia asks participants to explicitly practice creativity in their major 
assignment – by thinking differently about a sustainability issue and coming 
up with a creative solution or response to address or make change. It 
teaches students about creativity and creative thinking and the students are asked 
to practice their leadership and make change in their worlds for sustainability in 
some way. There have been a variety of projects over the years and in addition to 
those mentioned in Table 9, other examples include: birdhouses made from wood 
offcuts at a cricket bat manufacturer; the creation of an alternative walking history 
of the colonial port city of Fremantle; the revival of traditional sewing methods 
and re-designs of unused clothes to challenge fast fashion and the issue of textile 
waste, such as making shopping bags out of old clothes; and learning an 
Indigenous language and then writing poems in that language. These outcomes 
may create ripples in the lives of others which can have further impact on longer 
term change. Further examples and images are found in Paper E. 

 
Inspired by this, Paper F describes a Creativity in Action Project which was an 
assignment within the Advanced Leadership for Sustainability course at Blekinge 
Institute of Technology in Sweden. It was a year-long course that ran through 2021. 
This paper articulates the purpose, design, pedagogy, content and learning process 
of the Creativity in Action Project and how it integrates the whole course. In brief, 
the students were invited to: “...explore the role creativity and/or the arts play, or 
could play, in expanding your thinking and in shifting paradigms that move people 
towards sustainability” and the intention of the project was to “...explore creative 
ways to enact change for sustainability in your lives or communities” through 
taking inspiration from artistic practices and processes. Examples of the outcomes 
of this project include: 

 

• Cooking a “Carrot Greens Pesto” dinner for a group of diverse friends and 
discussing cultural differences around which parts of the vegetables you can 
eat, buying vegetables in plastic, and ways to reduce food waste. 

• Making handmade soaps and giving them away as presents with a 
sustainability message: “not having to buy plastic, knowing what is in it and 
not having micro plastics”. 

• Crafting a compost bin out of recycled wood with the children in the hopes of 
teaching the family a “new normality” in which “...waste is a human concept 
and doesn’t exist in nature and shouldn’t exist in society”. 

 

Images taken of one of these projects in Figure 5 shows a neighbourhood 
engagement installation inspired by the story of the Hummingbird which does its 
part to put out a fire... or, make its world a little bit better. This project invited 
others in, to reflect and share, their hopes and “fires” as well as bringing beauty to 
some particularly “ugly and dirty parts of the neighbourhood”. 
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Figure 5. ‘We can all be Hummingbirds’ a neighbourhood engagement and visioning 
installation by Carlotta Cataldi. 

 

Some described how they felt understood by others in ways they had not been 
before: “others around me seemed to understand me and my vision more clearly” and 
“I learnt that making change for sustainability can be effectively achieved through 
creative means and sometimes it can be more impactful or it can resonate with a 
broader population than technical or academic language/theory”. One suggested 
that “...arts are a powerful language that speaks directly to the heart, not being so 
questioned by the rational mind”. Being and feeling embodied are practices 
essential to creativity and transformation but that are often missing in academia 
(Jones 2015; Hordge-Freeman 2018). This illustrates the potential outcomes of 
using creativity and the arts within ESD, and the impacts that this approach can 
have on their broader communities and lives. 

 

5.3.2 Sparking and Amplifying Organisational Change 
 

Paper G presents a case study of organisational change for sustainability in a local 
government that uses education as a key leverage point. Local government remains 
to many people an opaque monolith with obscure inner workings, but the reality 
inside the administration is another story – like any organisation it is made up of 
people that comprise a cross section of society and include a range of professional 
officers such as economists, ecologists, planners, gym instructors, gardeners, 
librarians and community social workers. Each one of these people represents a 
different interface with the community, with the capacity to learn, grow, change 
and who may even choose to initiate and/or lead sustainability initiatives and 
create impact within the community. This is captured beautifully by bureaucratic 
ethnographers Bernstein and Mertz (2011) when discussing the intersection of 
human agency and change in the everyday lifeworlds of bureaucrats: “Indeed, in 
terms of their effects on the everyday life that anthropologists care about, the 
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point-like rulings handed down by courts and the staccato tap of legislative 
enactments can’t compare to the ongoing work of creating and implementing 
regulations (of land use or of emissions, for example) or of wilfully neglecting and 
ignoring those regulations, keeping up services (like garbage collection) and 
structures (like bridges) or letting them stumble and crumble, following through 
with promised projects (for creating parks or paving roads) or forgetting about 
them” (Bernstein and Mertz 2011, 7). Building the capacity of each individual within 
an organisation allows for them to apply it to their own area of expertise as shown 
in Figure 4, and the ripple effects of this ‘Train the Trainer’ capacity building 
approach are represented in Figure 6 which suggests that impact from building 
capacity of others is more effective to make community or organisational change 
rather than one person trying to do the work themselves. 

 
 

 

 
Figure 6. Amplification of impact through education of sustainability leaders (champions) to 
then lead change in their own departments, and the wider community (from Bryant and 
Thomson, 2021). Reproduced with permission from Springer Nature. 

 

In August 2016, an independent consultant was commissioned to prepare a 
summary report of sustainability at the City and wrote that “the capacity building 
approach leverages action and results for sustainability across different departments 
and functions through the training and development of 70 Sustainability Champions 
and 21 Sustainability Representatives, across 21 Departments. This network 
effectively multiplies the impact of the sustainability team in a way that could not 
realistically be replicated through the addition of staff in the team” (McManus 2016, 
5). Table 10 provides tangible, concrete examples of the impact of this approach 
and some of the changes led by the sustainability ‘Champions’. 
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Leisure Facilities Department (manages the community swimming pools and gyms) 

Planning services 

Table 10. Examples of sustainability interventions and impacts by sustainability leaders 
(Sustainability Champions) across the organisation (Bryant and Thomson, 2021). Reproduced 
with permission from Springer Nature. 

 

Action Description 

 
Energy efficiency. • Default power saving settings on all computers. 

Resource 
reduction. 

• Global default printing settings to double sided in black and white. 
• increased desktop PCs life from 3 to 4 years. 

• extended monitor life cycle. 

• loan laptops for meeting rooms. 
 

 
Waste reduction. 

Vertical gardens 

• composting bins and implemented recycling bins. 
• plants grown vertically near the kitchen for residents and care workers to 

use. 

Energy efficiency. • Air conditioning systems readjusted to switch off after hours. 

Transport. • Purchased bicycle fleet for staff transport. 

Energy efficiency. • Centres certification (see utility revolving fund above). 
• Amended air conditioner settings to reduce energy consumption. 

• Turning off machines and lights when not in use to save on energy. 

Renewable energy. • Geothermal bore for swimming pool heating energy reductions. 

• Solar panels. 

Water efficiency. • ‘Waterwise’ Aquatic centre (see utility revolving fund above). 

Paper reduction. • 90 % paper reduction and increased customer service through an online 
application tool and paper reduction communication processes. 

 

 
 

Leveraging human agency through education to make impact for sustainability 
transformations can create tangible real world outcomes and longer term impacts 
in higher education and in organisations. This is an important thing to remember. 
I have presented various outcomes and impacts that these transformational 
learning experiences can lead to. There can, however, be challenges with this kind 
of education as discussed next. 

Information services 

Care Services Department (includes disability and aged care housing and support) 
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5.4 Challenges in Sustainability Leadership Education 
 

The fourth research question is: What challenges arise in sustainability leadership 
education? RQ4 is addressed in Papers A, C and D. Some key challenges that arise 
in sustainability leadership education for students, staff and more broadly are 
summarised in Table 11. 

 
Table 11. Overview of results responding to RQ4. 

 

Paper RQ4: What challenges arise in sustainability leadership 
education? 

Paper A: What 
Transforms? – 

For students, challenges include the fact that: 
• not everyone experiences ‘transformation’. 

Transformative Learning in • it must be invited. 
a Sustainability Leadership 
Master’s Program. 

 
 
 

 
Paper C: Transformational 
Learning for Sustainability 
Leadership – essential 
components in synergy. 

• maintaining ‘new state’ once returning home is hard. 
For both students and staff it can be: 

• high emotional load. 
More broadly: 

• power issues as societal change for sustainability is a huge task and 
not everyone wants it even though it is often presented as win-win. 

This paper shares the challenges reported by students, including: 
• disorientation of TL can be uncomfortable. 

• intensity of the program and the time pressure. 

• deeply missing MSLS when returning home. 

 
 

Paper D: The Use of 
Reflective Pedagogies in 
Sustainability Leadership 
Education—a Case Study. 

For students: 
• learning about sustainability can be challenging content wise. 
• going through personal reflective or group dialogue processes can be 

uncomfortable and challenging. 

For staff: 
• constraints on time and resourcing. 

• the emotional and mental load faced by staff in hosting and holding 
students through often challenging personal reflective processes in 
institutions that are not designed for the kind of education needed for 
the future sustainability leaders. 

• capacity to ‘hold’ students going through this transformation. 
More broadly: 

• higher education institutions often do not have institutional 
structures to support students and teachers for the potential of 
reflective pedagogies to be truly realized in ESD. 

 

 
 

5.4.1 Challenges for Students 
 

In Papers B and C, although the majority of respondents claimed ‘transformation’ 
and positive impacts on that in their lives, there were a number of respondents 
who described negative consequences of this transformation, or that it did not 
have longevity as Hoggan (2016) would say. Engaging in education that invites the 
whole person into the experience and learning about the sustainability challenges 
will doubtlessly bring uncomfortable emotions and psychological aspects into the 
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mix. Disorientation is a key part of TL (Mezirow 1997) but is not necessarily 
comfortable. 

 

The intensity and time pressure of the program was also challenging for many 
students within MSLS. This is an outcome of the content and learning process, but 
also the place-based community aspect with the small cohort, tight boundary and 
small town where everyone does most assignments in groups and many of the 
students live together. One respondent said: “Doing everything in a group setting. 
I tend to be somewhat introverted and didn’t always come across as I would have 
like(d) in groups”. The same conditions that create beneficial grounds to change 
for some can create challenges for others. Certain intensity remains integral by 
design as pressure creates challenges and thus opportunity for transformation. 
Some of the intensity is due to (over)ambition of the staff and the students; for 
one, because the sustainability challenge is huge and both staff and students have 
a burning urge to address it. This means it is a constant balancing act of enough 
pressure for transformation, but not too much. 

 

A shadow side of this integrated community and place-based learning experience 
is that for many, leaving the ‘MSLS bubble’ can be quite a challenging experience: 
“...I felt really depressed coming out of the bubble and into the real world.”. It can be 
challenging emotionally after having experienced a transformation, a different way 
of being, and then maintaining that when going “back to reality”. Ideally there 
would be continued support for the change agents once they re-enter the outside 
world to uphold the longevity of the transformation. The difficulty of maintaining 
the ‘new state’ once returning home is an issue described by one as: “I felt 
comfortable in this group and was the best of myself. Which I actually really miss 
because if you come back home it quickly changed back if you don't build your own 
bubble.” 

 

Many who come to MSLS have a ‘desire to change’ both the world and themselves. 
This is an important consideration of TL – it can and should only happen 
voluntarily (Illeris 2014), but the individual change requires a fertile context to 
begin (Rodríguez and Barth, 2020). Simply put, the student needs to be ‘open’ to 
change when beginning their learning journey. Within the MSLS community, this 
‘readiness’ seems to be one of the reasons for students to attend the program. Since 
the program is advertised as transformational, the staff assumes that students 
begin with a recognition of the process as a ‘potentially transformational one’ and 
select their attendance based on this. Statements such as “That’s why we came, to 
evolve and grow, at its best, that’s what MSLS does” highlight the expectation of 
students and the overall narrative of the program. 

 

Within MSLS, a more recent pedagogy – the Pod – a monthly small group check in 
with a staff member is a way that is intended to provide more support of the 
psychological aspects that has been attempted within the program (see Bryant et 
al. 2020). This pedagogy can be challenging for staff, however, as discussed next. 
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5.4.2 Challenges for Learning Designers and Facilitators 
 

Staff are time constrained, and TL work is resource intensive. Challenges include 
the emotional and mental load faced by staff in hosting and holding students 
through often challenging personal reflective processes in institutions that are not 
ready or designed for the kind of education needed for the future sustainability 
leaders (Wals 2010; Leal Filho, Raath, et al. 2018; Leal Filho, Pallant, et al. 2018; 
Finnveden et al. 2020; Fazey et al. 2020). Support for staff may be lacking due to 
budgetary constraints, and/or capacity within the organisation to comprehend the 
resourcing, training and emotional capacity needed of educators in this kind of 
work. The educator may also not have the time or authority to make all the desired 
or recommended changes within their learning design, as well as the actual 
architecture of the classrooms. Higher Education institutions need to develop and 
create institutional structures to support students and teachers for the potential of 
transformation to be truly realized in ESD. 

 

5.4.3 Challenges of Sustainability Transformations encountered in 
ESD 

 

It is also worth reflecting here on the enormity of the challenges we face as a society 
and the inevitable feeling of disempowerment one can feel when working to 
transform existing (power) structures. It is also to note that although often 
presented as a win-win, not everyone wants change within the institution or 
organisation, and power relations are an often unexamined aspect of ESD 
education (Boström et al., 2018). Our education institutions are designed to treat 
students as recipients of knowledge rather than co-creators (Barth et al. 2016), and 
many organisations are also not equipped to capitalise on the competencies 
developed by sustainability graduates (Thomas, Holdsworth, and Sandri 2020; 
Wiek, Withycombe, and Redman 2011). Many are calling for the need of 
sustainability graduates who can and will confidently and actively challenge power 
structures of the status quo through the term Transgressive Learning (Cohn 2021; 
Lotz-Sisitka et al. 2015). An outcome of the MSLS program for many is the agency, 
and sense of empowerment to make changes needed in society. This is essential if 
we are to have enough change agents able to collectively organise to transform 
from the unsustainability of our institutional and societal structures. This agency 
to make change is a building block for sustainability action in the world. 

 

In this sense the feeling of agency and empowerment experienced during the MSLS 
program can be a double-edged sword. Having experienced empowerment, one 
potentially feels even more constrained and thus more dis-empowered and dis- 
heartened to be able to create change for sustainability when leaving the ‘bubble’. 
Or perhaps to have at least felt empowerment at one point, and having a sense of 
what it is, helps one tap back into it when the time and opportunity allows. Being 
discontented yet knowing what being empowered feels like is a creative tension 
that can hold open other possible futures as opposed to the pre-determined 
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(singular) future of the dominant power structures paradigms (Craft, Facer, and 
Sandford 2013; Inayatullah 1998). Remembering this pluralist notion of possible 
futures and standing for alternatives is not comfortable work, but it is an essential 
starting point if we are to be a part of shaping and creating alternative futures and 
not just reproducing the inequalities and power relations of the past (Facer 2013). 
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6 Conclusions 

In this chapter I conclude by articulating the main contributions of my research to 
science and practice and provide suggestions for future work. 

 

6.1 Main Contributions 
 

The thesis contributes to both science and practice in the field of Education for 
Sustainable Development (ESD). I suggest that in order to leverage our human 
capacity to create a sustainable world, we need to design education for 
sustainability that moves beyond content dissemination and also transforms the 
way students understand themselves and the world, and builds their capacities, 
agency, and empowerment to do the necessary work. Contributions to science 
include the prototyping of an improved Typology for Transformative Learning 
(Hoggan 2016) based on its use as a tool in assessing outcomes of transformative 
sustainability leadership education in the Master’s in Strategic Leadership towards 
Sustainability (MSLS) program, as described in Paper A. This paper adds richness 
to the typology descriptions which can guide educators regarding what to aim for 
in program design. Paper B contributes to the Key Sustainability Competencies 
(Brundiers et al. 2021) discussion through the presentation of eight capacities 
which could constitute an Intrapersonal competence that can aid development of 
a transformed inner world of students. These inner capacities are: Hold 
complexity, Foster a learners mindset, Deeply value others, Let be, Show up as 
one’s full self, Regulate and manage the self, Persist with lightness and Ensure one’s 
wellbeing. 

 

In contributing to science and practice of educational design, Paper C suggests that 
educators could best support sustainability leaders through the conscious 
consideration and integration of components of Community, Place, Pedagogy, 
Concepts & Content, Disorientation, and Hope & Agency within course and 
program design. Paper C, D and E add to literature on reflective pedagogies and 
dialogue to support students’ learning and transformation, and Paper E and F 
suggest the use of creativity and the arts as a way of thinking and a tool to solve 
sustainability problems and develop students’ competencies. All papers provide 
recommended pedagogies to support educators in utilising these findings. 

 

Contributions to practice can be summarised in the following recommendations 
for educators and practitioners interested in designing and delivering education 
for sustainability leadership: 

 

• Using a refined Typology for Transformative Learning to guide educators in 
designing and assessing transformative sustainability leadership education; 

 

• Including the following Eight Intrapersonal Capacities that may provide a map 
of the Intrapersonal Competence in learning design: Hold complexity, Foster 
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a learners mindset, Deeply value others, Let be, Show up as one’s full self, 
Regulate and manage the self, Persist with lightness and Ensure one’s 
wellbeing; 

 

• Using and integrating the components of community, place, content, 
pedagogy and disorientation with hope and agency to provide synergistic 
reinforcement of the sustainability leadership transformation required. 

 

The thesis also contributes with examples of how to practically include and design 
reflection and dialogue as well as creativity and the arts as pedagogies and skills 
for sustainability leaders. 

 

The use of education as a tool for sustainability change outside formal classroom 
environments is showcased in Paper G as a powerful leverage point to shift 
organisational culture and create impact for sustainability in the world. It 
showcases the impact on wider community and place through sustainability 
leadership education within a local government organisation, and Papers E and F 
present the outcomes and impact on community and place through students’ 
creativity projects in sustainability leadership education. 

 

The final contribution of the thesis is to present some of the key challenges that 
arise in sustainability leadership education for students, staff and the challenges 
within ESD in society more broadly, providing guideposts and recommendations 
for program designers and higher education institutions to be a part of the capacity 
building of leaders for the creation of a sustainable world. 

 
 
 

6.2 Future Work 
 

To continue the work contained in this thesis, a recommendation would be to test 
the findings in other sustainability leadership programs. Using a refined Typology 
for Transformative Learning to guide educators in designing and assessing 
transformative learning in sustainability leadership programs and further 
developing this typology is one example. Utilising the eight Intrapersonal 
Capacities as a map to further explore the Intrapersonal Competence would also 
be valuable research. Exploring the use of the ‘Essential components of 
transformational learning’ model presented in Paper C, (Figure 3) as a guide for 
program design, and evaluating its use is another recommendation for future 
research. It would also be interesting to study other sustainability leadership 
programs and see if the same essential components are captured there, or what 
else emerges. To synthesise and apply the findings of this thesis in other formal 
and informal education programs such as organisational sustainability leadership 
development would also be of interest. 
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This research has been focused on designed learning programs. However, because 
the change for sustainability we need is wide-sweeping and urgent it is imperative 
to explore learning on a large scale. How do we communicate concepts of 
sustainability and leadership and facilitate transformation of a mainstream 
audience to achieve large scale impact for sustainability? This would be a powerful 
leverage point that is necessary if we are to increase scale and impact for 
sustainability in our world. 

 

On a more personal note, the primary goal for my future research will continue to 
be on how to support systems change for sustainability through education. I see a 
path focused on building the capacity of others to be leaders for sustainability, 
seeking to further understand possible leverage points for systems change, and 
seeking partners and collaborators who are interested in applying what I have 
learnt in co-creating social learning and educational processes to support 
sustainability leadership. This may be in formal or informal settings and may look 
like a multi-stakeholder fellowship program (Moore et al. 2018); a ‘Social Lab’ 
(Hassan 2014); a summer-school course; an online executive education program or 
a global master’s program. I see another path for me also focused on education, 
but more wide reaching and broad in focus. I would like to explore arts-based 
research methods and create media and content designed to explore and 
communicate sustainability ideas in the form of a documentary (for example). I 
would like to collaborate across disciplines and develop and deliver my own 
‘Creativity in Action Project’. I see both of these paths as complimentary, and with 
the same intent. As my research approach is pragmatic action research and intends 
to be useful and collaborative, the design of my future research will depend upon 
numerous conversations with possible collaborators in Sweden, Australia and 
beyond. 
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What Transforms? – Transformative Learning in 
a Sustainability Leadership Master’s Program 

Jayne Bryant 

James Ayers 

Merlina Missimer 

Abstract 

Purpose: Transformative learning and leadership are key leverage points for 
supporting society’s transition towards sustainability. The aim of this study 
was to identify the outcomes of transformational learning within an 
international sustainability leadership master’s program in Sweden. The 
study also prototypes a Transformative Learning Typology (TTL) in the 
context of sustainability leadership education. 
Research Approach: Alumni spanning 15 cohorts provided answers to a 
survey and the responses were used to identify the outcomes of the program. 
Graduates were asked to articulate what transformed for them through the 
program. Empirical data was coded prototyping the use of the TTL in 
sustainability education context. 
Findings: For graduates of the Master’s of Strategic Leadership towards 
Sustainability (MSLS) program, they described transformation with regards 
to their Self-in-Relation to Others and the World, their Self-knowledge, sense 
of Empowerment/Responsibility; their Worldview became More 
Comprehensive or Complex, and they gained New Awareness/New 
Understandings which transformed their Worldview. Many described 
transformations in their general Ways of Being in the world. Findings suggest 
the TTL learning as a good basis for analysis in the ESD context. Suggestions 
for the TTL include further development of the process that articulates the 
relational, interdependent, and perhaps a priori relationships between 
elements that transform. 
Research Implications and Value: This study presents the outcomes of 
transformational learning within an international sustainability leadership 
master’s program. It prototypes the use of a Typology for Transformative 
Learning within the ESD context using empirical data. This combination 
provides practical insights to a dynamic, often theoretical and hard to 
articulate process. 

 

Keywords: Sustainability Leadership; ESD; Transformative Learning Theory; 
Transformation; Typology 
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1. Introduction 

The aims laid down in political commitments such as the SDGs require 

nothing less than a transformation in all aspects of our society. The 

transformation required is extensive and rapid, including the systems, 

structures, institutions, worldviews and beliefs underpinning many of our 

sustainability challenges (Fazey et al., 2018). The change will require social 

learning in its broadest sense (Barth and Michelsen, 2013) and education is a 

key leverage point (UNESCO et al., 2020). Yet, within many current political 

agendas the role of education is reduced to filling gaps in the job market, by 

teaching existing knowledge and skills. This is considered a transmission 

style of education (Freire, 2000; Papenfuss et al., 2019). Although there is no 

doubt of the value of this kind of education, many also question reducing 

education to pre-existing and pre-determined jobs for a society that is not 

sustainable (Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2015; Wals and Jickling, 2002). Much of 

current higher education perpetuates our social and environmental 

problems and does not educate graduates for a sustainable future, nor 

question the current status quo of power relations that have contributed to 

creating these challenges (Boström et al., 2018; Macintyre et al., 2020). 

Futurists and critical pedagogy academics also question the notion of 

education for a pre-determined (singular) future, and instead use the plural 

of ‘futures’ (Craft et al., 2013; Inayatullah, 1998). This pluralist notion of 

possible futures points to our agency in shaping and creating that future and 

not just reproducing the inequalities and power relations of the present and 

the past (Facer, 2013). This is an essential starting point for us as a society if 

we are to hope to educate graduates capable of leading us towards a more 

sustainable future. 

 
The commitment to creating a sustainable future is a values-based one. 

If we accept this normative stance and are keen to address the sustainability 

challenge, we can derive the necessity of certain leadership characteristics 

from the nature of these challenges. For example, they are often described 

as complex, or ‘wicked’, and the ability to collaborate with others will more 

likely help us navigating this complexity and find better solutions. Research 

within Education for Sustainable Development suggests that the kind of 

education required to help us face these challenges needs to support 

students to become capable of more: more complex perspectives; systems 

thinking; becoming better collaborators; emotionally holding more 

(Brundiers and Wiek, 2017; Brundiers et al., 2021). Research within the field 

of ESD has been working on identifying the competencies required for 

sustainability graduates to be able to do the work of sustainability change 
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agents (Brundiers et al., 2021; Wiek et al., 2011). More recent studies have 

added to the understanding of these competencies in a real world context 

(Venn et al., 2022); and others are focusing on the ‘inner work’ of 

sustainability competence development and aiming to articulate the 

Intrapersonal skills required to do this work of sustainability change agents 

(Frank, 2021; Wamsler, 2020) . 

 

The field of ESD focusses on building an individual’s capacity to lead 

this change, and has embraced the move towards transformational (or 

transformative) and emancipatory education that shifts students’ 

perspective (Papenfuss et al., 2019; Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth, 2020). 

Education that has the ability to build an individual’s agency to shape a 

society’s future is captured in various theories, such as Freire´s emancipatory 

education (2000), theories of Adult Development such as Kegan´s (1983) 

vertical literacy described by Scharmer (2019), the concept of Bildung 

(Vásquez-Levy, 2002) as well as Transformative Learning Theory by 

(Mezirow, 1997). Built upon the constructivist theories of Habermas, Kuhn 

and Freire, Transformative Learning theory (TL) aims to create conditions 

that promote mindsets, worldviews, capacities and competencies that can 

help people bring forth the systems change required for sustainability 

(Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth, 2020). TL encourages individuals to undergo 

transformation in order to lead change for sustainability and have impact on 

the world around them (Taylor, 2008) and does this by encouraging 

individuals to reconsider their assumptions and relationships to others and 

the world, resulting in social action and adoption of new behaviors (Hoggan, 

2016). Although focusing on the individual level, this capacity of individuals 

to work collectively and collaboratively towards making change is often 

presented with TL in ESD and is often mentioned in tandem with the 

concepts of Social Learning – that we learn with, through and from each 

other (Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth, 2020). 
 

1.1 What Transforms? 

Being able to assess the outcomes of individual transformation and the 

impact on the external environment remains an important area for TL 

research. By outcomes, we mean what the learner is capable of doing and 

thinking by the end of the learning period, in short the results of the 

transformational learning process (Rodriguez & Barth, 2020). This echoes a 

still unanswered critique of TL by adult development psychologist Kegan 

when he asked what the ‘form’ was that actually transforms (Illeris, 2014). 

Hoggan (2016) argues that the description of the form (or outcomes of 

individual transformation) is often narrowly understood as an epistemic 
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phenomenon: “Does it mean that they have changed their habits of mind as 

to make them inclusive, discriminating, and so forth, as Mezirow described? 

Or are there other types of change that scholars are claiming is also 

transformative?” (Hoggan, 2016, p. 66). 

 

The desire to assess these ‘outcomes’ has led to the creation of a number 

of examination methodologies and assessment surveys (Cox, 2017; Romano, 

2018; Stuckey et al., 2013; Taylor and Cranton, 2012). Consensus among these 

assessments remain limited by the different definitions of outcomes; thus 

outcomes of TL remains an emerging field of study. Yet, it is arguably of great 

importance to understand and be able to assess what actually transforms in 

order to effectively use transformational learning approaches, especially 

within ESD given the urgency of the transformation. 

 
Although not in the ESD context, a review done by Hoggan (2016), 

synthesizes TL outcomes into a suggested Typology for Transformative 

Learning (TTL) in the hope of offering future scholars the ability to 

investigate outcomes of transformative learning experiences and answer the 

question of what happens as a result of the experience, that is, what form in 

the individual transforms? This typology can be seen in Table 1, with the 6 

Themes, which comprise various Sub-themes. The Themes are: Worldview 

(way of seeing/understanding the world); Self (understanding/experiencing 

the self); Epistemology (how do you create knowledge/know what is true); 

Ontology (way of being in the world); Behaviour (what you do and act upon); 

and, Capacity (your capacity or competence to act in the world). 

 
Table 1: Typology of Transformative Learning Themes and Codes (Hoggan 2016, p.70) 

 

Themes Codes (or Sub-themes) 
 

Worldview Assumptions, Beliefs, Values, Expectations 
Ways of interpreting experience 
More comprehensive or complex Worldview 
New awareness/New understandings 

Self Self-in-relation to others/World 
Identity/View of Self 
Empowerment/Responsibility 
Self-knowledge 
Personal narrative 
Meaning/purpose 
Personality 

 

Epistemology  More discriminating 
Utilising extra-rational ways of Knowing 
More open 
Shift in thoughts and ways of thinking 



Paper A 

81 

 

 

Autonomous 
More complex thinking 

Ontology Affective experience of life 

Ways of being 
Attributes 

 

Behaviour Actions consistent with new perspective 
Social action 
Behavior 
Skills 

Capacity Cognitive development 
Consciousness 
Spirituality 

 

 

Within ESD, Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth (2020) conducted a 
systematic literature review of TL in ESD and unearthed the following 
outcomes within the literature: 

• Increase of new knowledge and practical skills 

• Reconstruction of values, norms and perspectives 

• Increase in the sense of self-awareness, agency and empowerment 

• Development of critical, systems and complex thinking 

• Social learning (reinforcement of social relationships, social 
mobilisation and activism) 

(Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth, 2020, p. 1001) 

 
This review of TL within ESD does a thorough investigation of the 

literature, yet the outcomes presented do not and are not intended to 
provide an assessment typology for use in empirical studies. It is within these 
fields of study that this study aims to contribute to. 

 
1.2 Aim of this study 

The essential components of the transformational learning experience, 

meaning the pedagogies, as well as the social and environmental conditions 

that encourage the transformation for the graduates of the Master’s in 

Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability (MSLS) Program used in this 

study are presented in Bryant et al. (2021). The aim of the study presented 

here is to identify the outcomes of this transformational experience for 

graduates of the sustainability leadership master’s program. The research 

question guiding this study is: 

 

• What transforms for participants in the MSLS program? 
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for Transformative Learning (TTL) (Hoggan 2016) and aim to contribute 

insight to the field of assessment for transformational ESD learning. 

Justification for this choice is provided in section 2.3. 

 
 
 

2. Methods 

A case study approach of a Master’s Program based in Karlskrona, 

Sweden is adopted. In this section we will outline the methods used. 

 
2.1 Description of the Program 

The MSLS program is a 10-month, cohort-based, international, 

transdisciplinary program that has been running since 2004 and currently 

has about 800 alumni from over 80 countries. Each year the class comprises 

40-60 self-identified sustainability leaders from across the globe and from 

many educational, professional and cultural backgrounds. It is one of the 

oldest sustainability leadership master’s programs and Trencher et al. (2018) 

identified it as one of 14 best practice programs worthy of study globally. In 

addition, a previous study found that 91.7% of alumni surveyed stated that 

the program was transformational for them and identified the essential 

components that have created the transformational experience for many of 

the students (Bryant et al. 2021). The alumni operate across a range of 

sustainability related disciplines and vocations and their roles range from 

corporate sustainability positions to facilitation, consultation and 

educational work that consider social and ecological sustainability contexts. 

While tracking all alumni is difficult, a map of their LinkedIn profiles reveals 

that at least 50% of the alumni work in change agent roles in sustainability, 

although anecdotally the number is probably closer to 80%. The survey 

revealed that more than 90% of graduates found meaningful sustainability 

change work within two years of graduation; 37% even within two months. 

As the two first program managers Waldron and Leung (2009) write; “our 

goal is to provide a learning experience that helps promote and develop a 

global network of leaders, or ‘change agents’ for sustainability. We want our 

graduates capable of a whole systems perspective, a scientifically relevant 

world view, and a structured, strategic approach to decision making when it 

comes to sustainable development. In addition, we want them to act as 

leaders which means being able to engage others in collective change efforts 

– to tap into the collective creativity and innovation that will be necessary 

for the changes ahead (p. 309)”. The foundation for these two major themes 
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is today provided by two courses: Strategic Sustainable Development (SSD) 

and Leading in Complexity (LiC). The themes are integrated with each other, 

and also permeate the other courses in the program. Examples of concepts 

and content within the SSD course are: scientific foundations for ecological 

and social sustainability, systems and complexity thinking, a strategic 

approach to Sustainable Development and various tools and approaches to 

sustainable development, such as the SDGs, Circular Economy, etc. 

Examples of concepts and content of the LiC course are: theories of 

organizational and systems change such as ‘Leverage Points’ (Meadows, 

1999) and ‘Theory U’ (Scharmer, 2007); facilitation and hosting concepts and 

methodologies such as ‘Art of Hosting’ (https://artofhosting.org) and ‘Social 

Labs’ (Hassan, 2014); and personal leadership concepts and development 

(see, e.g. Ayers et al., 2020). Both courses are grounded in an understanding 

that we are working in complexity which requires a systems thinking 

approach, and graduates are skilled in working towards sustainability in a 

collaborative way. The pedagogy has always also been characterized by co- 

learning, meaning that students and staff learn together and from each 

other, inside and outside of the classroom. For more details on the program, 

please see papers by Waldron and Leung (2009), Missimer and Connell 

(2012) and Bryant et al. (2021), and the program website (www.msls.se). 

 
 

2.2 Participant Invitation and Survey Design 

This research does not intend to outline the processes of transformation 

as this contribution has been addressed in Bryant et al, (2021), but rather the 

transformative learning outcomes of the program as identified by 

participants. This study utilizes a retrospective survey to collect individual 

stories of transformation using open ended questions (Stuckley et al, 2013) 

to understand ‘what transformed’ within the student as a result of the 

program. The approach was chosen because learner self-evaluation is 

relevant for all types of individual transformation (Cranton and Hoggan, 

2012) and “transformations tend to be recognizable in retrospect, with a 

learner’s perspective on self and world fundamentally altered” (Mezirow, in 

Cox 2017, 27). 
 

The MSLS program has an active alumni network which was invited to 

partake in an 18-question survey regarding their experience of the program. 

The alumni network regularly interacts through a social media group, a 

listserv and email, which were used to communicate the survey. The 

researchers created a two-minute video explaining the purpose of the 

research and shared this on a private alumni facebook group and sent 
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Monkey platform and was open from October 21 to November 18, 2019. The 

survey examined a number of program themes including the learning design 

and the results of this can be found in ‘Transformational learning for 

sustainability leadership – essential components in synergy (Bryant et al, 

2021). The two explicit questions regarding the transformational outcomes 

of the program that were used in this study were: 

• Was MSLS a transformational experience for you (at that 

moment or realized later)? 

• If so, in what way? If not, what was the outcome for you? 

Of about 700 alumni at that time, 215 responded to the long survey, but 

not all answered of the questions directly pertaining to this study, which left 

156 survey responses to be examined by the researchers. 

 
2.3 Coding Mechanism and Structures 

As a theoretical basis and coding structure , this study utilizes the TTL 

developed by Hoggan (2016). The TTL emerged from a thorough systematic 

examination of significant TL literature and provides a useful framework for 

thinking about transformative learning outcomes (Watkins, 2022). By 

synthesizing outcomes of TL processes, the TTL aims to address the 

challenge that TL cannot be evaluated in a straightforward manner and 

articulates a distinct set of outcomes that suggest that TL is evidenced in the 

difference it inspires in the lives of learners (Cranton and Hoggan, 2012). The 

use of a typology structure seeks to instill clarity regarding understanding 

about the impact of fostering transformative learning on learner outcomes 

and addresses the need to know what it is we are evaluating (Cranton and 

Hoggan, 2012). In order to be able to utilize the typology for Transformative 

Learning within the ESD context, the Authors have aligned the TTL with the 

outcomes of Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth’s outcomes (2020) (see Table 2). 

 
Table 2: Transformative Learning Outcomes in ESD matched with Hoggan’s TTL 

Outcomes from 
Rodríguez 
Aboytes and 
Barth 

Further descriptors from 
text in Rodríguez 
Aboytes and Barth (2020 
p. 1002-1003) 

Suggested matching Themes and 
codes from Hoggan’s (2016) 
Typology of Transformative 
Learning 

Increase of New 
Knowledge and 
Practical Skills 

- Understanding concepts 
and technical information 

- ability to implement 
environmental 
management practices 

Worldview: New Awareness/New 
Understandings 

Behaviour: Professional 
practices/skills 

Reconstruction of 
Values, Norms 
and Perspectives 

- more empathetic and 
compassionate 

Ontology: Attributes; Ontology: Way 
of Being 
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 - move from self interest to 
collective concerns 

- more importance to 
environment and social 
justice 

- gain sense of unity and 
interconnectedness with 
natural and social 
surroundings 

- changes in life 
perspectives and 
worldviews 

Worldview: Assumptions, beliefs, 
values, norms 

 

Worldview: Assumptions, beliefs, 
values, norms 

 

Self: Self-in-relation to others/world 
 

Worldview: Assumptions, beliefs, 
values, norms 

Agency and 
Empowerment 

- gain personal confidence 

- more integrated identity 

- increased self-awareness 

- make change in their 
communities and promote 
sustainable actions 

- improved managerial 
related skills such as 
leadership and design 
thinking 

Self: Empowerment/Responsibility 

Self: Identity/view of self 

Self: Self knowledge 

Behaviour: Actions consistent with 
new perspective 

 

Behaviour: Professional 
practices/skills 

Critical, Systems 
and Complex 
Thinking 

- see interconnectivity of 
cultural, economic, social 
and environmental systems 
(thus see interdisciplinary 
nature of sustainability 
problems) 

- recognize social 
constructs and power 
structures 

Worldview: More comprehensive or 
complex worldview; Epistemology: 
More complex thinking; Capacity: 
Cognitive development 

 
 
 

Epistemology: More discriminating 

Social Learning - political action, social 
mobilization and activism 

- promotion of 
sustainability in 
communities 

Behaviour: Social action; Self: 
Empowerment/Responsibility 

Behaviour: Social action; Behaviour 
Actions consistent with a new 
perspective 

 
 

As can be seen in Table 2, the Authors propose that the TL for ESD 

Outcomes (Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth, 2020) can be represented and 

aligned to the TTL, making the latter a useful theoretical basis for this study 

of what transforms in an ESD context. 

 

Students’ responses to the survey’s transformational learning questions 

were then analyzed using codes derived from the TTL and descriptions 

(Hoggan, 2016, pp. 70–76). Respondents were not given the TTL in advance 

as open ended responses were sought and the researchers did not want to 
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imported into Atlas.ti. One researcher read through each of the responses 

and coded to the TTL. A second researcher examined the preliminary results 

by also coding using the TTL and noted any discrepancies or differences in 

understanding either the data or the TTL which created a further round of 

results. Discrepancies were discussed and results were refined to the final 

version presented. The coding was done in an iterative process of sense- 

making of both the codes as presented in the TTL, and the data. Examples of 

coding with direct quotes is provided in the results section (see Table 3). 

 
A key point of the TTL is the identification of Depth/Evidence of Deep 

Impact; Relative Stability/Evidence that Change is not Temporary, and 

Breadth/Evidence of Impact on Multiple Life Contexts. With respect to 

Depth/Evidence of Deep Impact we took the graduates own self-assessment 

of this as confirming this data point. With regards to the Relative 

Stability/Evidence that Change is not Temporary we see that the fact that the 

survey is done in retrospect ranging from 1-15 years after graduation as 

evidence that the change (if identified as transformational) is stable over the 

years. The volume of data analyzed also provides more dependability to the 

results. Breadth was not asked for directly, but certain quotes provided 

evidence of the impact on the change in Multiple Life Contexts, others did 

not. An additional code Other/Negative Aspect was added to capture 

responses that were addressing either the lack of longer-term 

transformation, or other negative aspects of the transformation. This will be 

expanded upon in the Results and Discussion. 

 
2.4 Limitation of the Research 

There are several possible limitations of the research. These include 

potential bias as all Authors are alumni and staff of the program, with their 

own ‘transformational experience’ of the program. While close contact with 

the case study can lead to bias, it can also allow for more immersion and thus 

more depth in understanding the context of answers provided and more 

accurate interpretation (Savin-Baden and Major 2013). The analysis and 

presentation of results may be influenced by the researchers´ own 

experiences and pre-understandings. In analysis of the data, responses were 

de-linked from identifying information when imported into Atlas.ti. 

However, knowing the respondents and their story personally, some of the 

responses could make them identifiable. This was addressed by the two 

researchers having the least familiarity with the alumni doing the coding as 

well as utilizing double coding. To ensure integrity in the research process 

and maximize this benefit while minimizing bias, researchers employed 
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triangulation in the coding and a critical and reflective approach in analyzing 

and interpreting the data as a team and making sense collectively. This 

process should also enhance the credibility and confirmability of the results. 

 

Another challenge is that even though retrospective self-evaluation by 

learners is deemed appropriate, it does come with limitations. While 

objective assessment whether someone has transformed might not be as 

relevant as the subjective assessment (since what counts is how the learner 

feels), there is still no reliable way for researchers to assess the validity of the 

answers and respondents might for various reasons feel compelled to answer 

a certain way, e.g because they think it is expected or because a collective 

narrative amongst the alumni that it was indeed transformational, makes 

them either want to be part of this or retroactively interpret things with this 

lens. In addition, the choice of survey methodology over interviews does not 

allow for questions of clarification or deepening to understand responses 

better. Given the volume of questions that were asked about the program in 

general, researchers were able to glean more information and some 

clarification and the volume of data that could be collected with a survey was 

an advantage that outweighed the disadvantages. This study also does not 

include an evaluation of the impact of graduates in their work for 

sustainability transformation as the focus of this study was on the results of 

a transformational master’s program for sustainability leadership on the 

graduates at an individual level. We acknowledge the need for connecting 

that to tangible work of graduates on the ‘outside’ for social transformation 

but the causal nature of this is outside the scope of this study. Anecdotally 

however the job titles of graduates and the ‘Alumni Stories’ section of the 

program website (www.msls.se) provide evidence that supports the notion 

that the graduates of this program demonstrate positive impact in the world 

that contributes to sustainability. 

 
Finally, the TTL provides written descriptions of most of the themes 

and codes (or sub-themes) and this was used by the Authors to code to. This 

narrative description was not intended for this use necessarily and some 

descriptions were only a few words or missing entirely so the researchers 

were required to make sense between themselves on the meaning of some 

phrases. Double-coding was used to address challenges with the lack of 

detailed information on some codes as well as overlapping codes. 

 
There are numerous approaches the authors could have chosen to 

provide clarity on the outcomes of the learning experience of the graduates 

of the MSLS program. The learning outcomes captured in the syllabus, or the 
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looking at transformative learning and therefore Transformative Learning 

Theory was chosen as the frame as it most accurately captures the learning 

environment and the opportunity exists to contribute to the theory on the 

outcomes of the TL process within ESD. 

 
 
 

3. Results 

The results will be presented at the theme level. Figure 1 gives a visual 

overview of the results in each theme. Table 3 provides more detail to the 

addition of the sub-themes and provides direct quotes as examples of the 

results and coding for the MSLS program using the TTL. The numbers 

provided (when not percentages) refer to the number of respondents who 

mentioned a given theme or sub-theme. 
 

Figure 1: What Transformed for Graduates of MSLS Mapped to themes of Typology for 
Transformative Learning (TTL) 

 

WHAT TRANSFORMED FOR GRADUATES OF THE MSLS PROGRAM 

MAPPED TO THEMES OF TRANSFORMATIONAL LEARNING 

 
Self Worldview Behaviour 
Epistemology Ontology Capacity 
Other/negative aspects   

 

Findings indicate that the greatest outcomes of the transformational 
learning within MSLS were with regards to the Self (27%) followed by 
Worldview (22%). This is represented at both the Theme level, and the more 
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refined level of analysis with 5 of the top 6 ranked sub-themes representing 
different aspects of Self and Worldview. 
Those relating to Self: 

• Self: Self-in-relation to Others/World (73 people) 

• Self: Self-knowledge (52) 

• Self: Empowerment/Responsibility (46) 
The sub-themes of Worldview: 

• Worldview: More Comprehensive or More Complex Worldview (55) 

• Worldview: New Awareness/ New Understandings (43) 
Ontology gained 13% of the total mentions with the number 4 sub-theme: 

• Ontology: Way of Being (48) 
Behaviour (16%) was the next most represented theme with the sub-themes: 

• Behaviour: Skills (33) 

• Behaviour: Professional Practices (32) 

• Behaviour: Actions Consistent with New Perspective (25) 
The sub-themes of Epistemology (14%) ranked 9 and 10 with: 

• Epistemology: More Complex Thinking (27) 

• Epistemology: More Open (25). 
Capacity was the least represented at 7%, with: 

• Capacity: Cognitive Development (16) 

• Capacity: Consciousness (12) 

• Capacity: Spirituality (10) 

 
Some of the sub-themes received few or no codes (for example Self: 

Personality and Behaviour: Behaviour) which is most likely due to the lack of 

description in the Hoggan (2016) paper to code to. Comments relating to 

Other/Negative Aspects of the transformation represented 1% of the total. 

This is illustrated in Figure 1 and Table 3 which includes direct quotes from 

respondents of the survey to give examples which can help provide further 

data of the TTL for a sustainability leadership program. 
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Table 3: Example of coding for sub-themes with direct quotes from respondents of 
 survey  

Code or Sub-theme 
(from Hoggan 2016) 

 

1. Self: Self-in- 
relation to 
others/World 

 

2. Worldview: More 
comprehensive or 
complex 

3. Self: Self- 
knowledge 

 
4. Ontology: Ways 
of being 

 
5. Self: 
Empowerment / 
Responsibility 

 

6. Worldview: New 
Awareness /New 
Understandings 

#of 
people 

 
 

73 
 
 
 

55 
 
 

52 
 

 
48 

 
 
 

46 
 
 
 

43 

A direct quote from respondent 
 

It helped me see that I am not alone in thinking that we should 
be more authentic in our leadership in this world. That we have 
separated self from organization and that precludes us from 
having a transformative impact (case 35) 

It has given me a different perspective on my daily life; I gained 
the ability to zoom out of a situation and see the bigger picture 
(case 42) 

A new perception and understanding of myself and my 
capabilities (case 31) 

I can see and feel that I'm a different person than the one I was 
before coming to MSLS. It's about the combination of the 
content and the way I get to practice being in the world that has 
been of massive value to me (case 103) 

 

Personally - it equipped me with a stronger sense of considering 
myself as a changemaker and gave me inner strength (case 8) 

 

Some of the contents, such us the FSSD, or systems thinking, or 
Theory U where thresholds that changed my worldview and 
mindset of how the world works and what is my role in it (case 
200) 

It was in a way truly transformational and has helped me 

7. Behaviour: Skills 33 

8. Behaviour: 
Professional 32 
practices 

9. Epistemology: 
More complex 27 
thinking 

10. Behaviour: 
Action consistent 

25
 

with new 
perspective 

10. Epistemology: 

More Open 
25

 

11. Worldview: 
Assumptions, 

24
 

Beliefs, Values, 
Expectations 

12. Self: Meaning / 

Purpose 
22

 

develop my listening skills and ability to sit with whatever is 
present or emerging in a group which builds trust for processes 
(case 65) 

After MSLS I started as a sustainability manager and internal 
organisational developer in a company that facilitates 
transformation through Design Thinking, Holacracy, Leadership 
development and Reinventing organization. To ask for such a 
thing was out of my mind to be possible before MSLS (case 2) 

 

Made me clarify my full understanding of the sustainability 
concept (case 205) 

 
 

Getting knowledge and tools to inspire action at a local level 
(case 114) 

 
Asking question rather than having answers. Trusting the 
process (case 53) 

 

Changed my worldview and opinion on what kind of person I 
wanted to be. How I wanted to change the world positively, 
using sustainability as a basis (case 164) 

 

I decided to leave my previous job for good and go in the 
pursuit for a more meaningful activity (case 118) 
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13. Self: 
Identity/View of 20 
Self 

14. Capacity: 
Cognitive 16 
Development 

15. Capacity: 

Consciousness 
12

 

16. Ontology: 

Attributes 
12

 

17. Self: Personal 

narrative 
12

 

18. Capacity: 

Spirituality 
10

 

19. Epistemology: 
More 9 
Discriminating 

20. Behaviour: 

Social Action 
8
 

21. Worldview: Ways 
of interpreting 8 
experience 

22. Epistemology: 
Shift in thoughts 

7
 

and ways of 
thinking 

23. Epistemology: 

Autonomous 
3
 

24. Ontology: 
Affective Experience 3 
of life 

25. Epistemology: 
Utilising extra- 

2
 

rational ways of 
Knowing 

Behaviour: 

Behaviour 
0
 

Self: Personality 0 

Other/Negative 5 
Aspects 

There were many "soft skills" that I had not had the opportunity 
to nurture or grow prior to MSLS and learned to embrace my 
short comings in certain areas and improve them rather than 
resent them (case 34) 

 

Growth in many ways, not just academically. Also, as a person, a 
leader, a sustainability practitioner, etc (case 79) 

 

I learned to think about the world and my work in an entirely 
new frame, and I feel I became a global citizen (case 147) 

Simply dislocating me from place was a lot, but then combining 
that with the cohort and the learning and I came out a very 
different person with far greater capacity for understanding and 
compassion for others (case 80) 

It gave me a lot of confidence in what I am doing and who I am 
in this world and work. It empowered me to step up to what I 
feel is right to do and to say... (case 60) 

The ability to sit with whatever is present or emerging in a 
group which builds trust for processes (case 65) 

I came home in myself and connected deeply to nature and all 
around us. It allows me to declutter the chaos of the world 
around me and become resilient (case 156) 

I learned to make use of who I am in order to contribute to 
society the best I can (case 51) 

 

It helped inform my worldview as well as help me contextualize 
the problems we face today (case 37) 

 
 

A different way of thinking and interacting with people (case 
139) 

 
I’ve always been an autonomous learner, but MSLS helped to 
guide & direct the path in which I would learn (case 123) 

 

Experiencing and being able to name vulnerability in me for the 
first time (case 196) 

 
 

It was a turning point in my life as I did not plan anything after 
MSLS but just went with the flow (case 60) 

 
 

- 
 

- 

The only thing I miss is a more close relationship after the 
masters. As it talks about the bizarre state of the world and it is 
very hard for anyone to take I felt really depressed coming out 
of the bubble and into the real world... I feel the psychological 
aspect should be looked more deeply (case 116) 
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With respect to Depth/Evidence of Deep Impact we took the graduates 
own self-assessment of this as confirming this data point. Some direct quotes 
that illustrate this are: “It was the soil from which most of my core values 
have grown. It allowed me to create a framework for my life by having a 
better understanding of the world I live in and of my inner self. I now know 
how I want to live my life, what kind of people I want in my life and why I 
want them” (case 45); and: “Changed my outlook on the world – brought 
many pieces together that I had been working with, studying and thinking 
about in disparate ways into a unified whole” (case 165). 

 

With regards to the Relative Stability/Evidence that Change is not 
temporary, as mentioned above, we see retrospective aspect (for some from 
1-15 years after graduation) as evidence. Some students, however, did speak 
to the fact that the change did not last after they left the MSLS bubble: “It 
was during the program and while living abroad, however since returning I 
am finding myself returning to my original thought processes” (case 189). 
These responses were not included in answering the question of what 
transformed. 

 

Breadth was not asked for directly but certain quotes provided 
evidence of the impact on the change in Multiple Life Contexts. This quote 
illustrates this: “I feel that MSLS changed my mindset, I was able to see 
beyond and to work better with complex problems. In a broader sense, it 
changed a lot how I see life, my role in this world, my values, relationship 
with nature and society” (case 49); and “I learned a lot about myself, my 
learning style, and my placement within groups/community. In some ways 
this has helped me dramatically in my personal and professional 
relationships” (case 61). 

 
 
 

4. Discussion 

Below we discuss what transforms for MSLS graduates and why that 

may matter; explore some of the negative aspects described by respondents; 

reflect on the use of TTL; and, provide suggestions for sustainability 

leadership program designers for its potential use as an analytical typology 

of TL outcomes in the context of ESD. 

 
4.1 What Transforms for MSLS Graduates and why might this matter? 

The results of the MSLS alumni survey results show that what 

transformed for most of the graduates was their: 
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• Self: Self-in-relation to others/World; Self: Self-knowledge; Self: 

Empowerment / Responsibility 

• Worldview: More comprehensive or complex; and, Worldview: 

New Awareness/New Understandings. 

• Ontology: Ways of being. 

These will be addressed for their relevance in the MSLS context, and 

connection to literature results of the MSLS alumni survey results show that 

what transformed for most of the graduates. 

 

Self: Self-in-relation to others/World was the most common sub-theme 

with 73 people mentioning this as an aspect of their transformation. This 

includes a change in one’s relationships and a “shift in the way they related 

to others or to the world in general” (Hoggan, 2016, p. 71). An often reported 

theme in the field of TL for ESD as reflected in “...gain a sense of unity and 

interconnectedness with natural and social surroundings” (Rodríguez 

Aboytes and Barth, 2020, p. 1003) and the findings of this research supports 

that. Recent literature on ESD describes the importance of a relational 

pedagogy or paradigm in approaching sustainability education (Walsh et al., 

2020). This relational nature of the self to others and the world is an 

important aspect for sustainability leaders. To address sustainability 

challenges one needs to adopt a systems perspective which sees the relations 

between the elements of a system as essential to understanding the system 

as a whole, and to see ourselves within that system helps us make change 

(Fazey et al., 2018). The pedagogies that support this must also then harness 

this learning. Within the MSLS program this is done through a synergistic 

integration of components (see AUTHOR et al., 2021) and other pedagogies 

that support this relational aspect of self-in-relation to others and the world 

involve reflective learning and collective dialogue (AUTHOR et al., 2020). 
 

Also related to the Self: Self-knowledge refers to an increase in self- 

knowledge with “greater congruence between their actions and who they 

truly are” (Hoggan, 2016, p. 72) and was reported by 52 people. One 

respondent said that they graduated with “...a new perception and 

understanding of myself and my capabilities (case 31)”. This increase in Self- 

knowledge is reflected in other studies of TL and ESD and has an important 

relationship with other aspects of transformation (Rodríguez Aboytes and 

Barth, 2020) which we will expand upon in section 4.3. TL within the MSLS 

context shows that graduates leave with a greater awareness of themselves, 

the world and the relationships between them. These first two elements 

relating to the graduates understanding of the Self is a supporting step to the 

development of Intrapersonal Competence - managing and regulating 
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change agents the ability to navigate the complex dynamics of hosting 

sustainability transitions (Brundiers et al., 2021). 
 

Self: Empowerment/Responsibility is a common finding in TL literature 

with it being an outcome in many studies and connects to mastery over 

oneself and links to “issues of social justice and the emancipatory affects of 

learning” (Hoggan, 2016, p. 72). It was named by 46 respondents and is 

captured directly through responses such as: “...it equipped me with a 

stronger sense of considering myself as a changemaker and gave me inner 

strength (case 8)”. It is also found in the language used throughout many 

other responses. Within all the sub-themes in Table 3 respondents used 

phrases like: “I gained the ability...”; “...my capabilities”; “...I came out a very 

different person with far greater capacity for...”. This language demonstrates 

confidence and empowerment underpinning many of the other 

transformations described, and we argue that this is a key and necessary 

component of a sustainability change agent making the ability to act out 

various capacities more powerful and effective. The agency, empowerment 

and confidence to tackle sustainability challenges is one of the key capacities 

needed in the world (Brundiers et al., 2021; Macintyre et al., 2020; Tassone et 

al., 2017). This confidence was also described with regards to the skills and 

professional practices identified in the results: “It gave me permission to 

tackle social challenges in a different way. It legitimized that approach when 

I talked to people in power (be it in organizations, small town government, 

foundations, etc) because I had a degree to back it up” (case 203). Power 

relations are an often unexamined aspect of ESD education (Boström et al., 

2018), and many are calling for the need of sustainability graduates who can 

and will confidently and actively challenge power structures that provide the 

status quo through the term Transgressive Learning (Cohn, 2021; Lotz- 

Sisitka et al., 2015). An outcome of the MSLS program for many is the agency, 

and sense of em-power-ment to make changes needed in society. This is 

essential if we are to have enough change-agents able to collectively organize 

to transform the unsustainability of our institutional and societal structures. 

This agency to make change is a building block for sustainability action in 

the world. 

 
There were 55 people who named Worldview: More Comprehensive or 

Complex Worldview as being what transformed for them through the MSLS 

program. This means that a learning outcome includes a person’s meaning 

making structures that are not just different to before, but more 

comprehensive or complex, and peoples “meaning perspectives are more 
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inclusive, discriminating, open, emotionally capable of change and 

reflective” (Hoggan, 2016, p. 71). This aspect of TL is a cornerstone (Hoggan, 

2016) and ‘Critical, Systems and Complex Thinking’ is a major theme found 

in TL for ESD (Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth, 2020, p. 1003). A more complex 

way of seeing the world is also cited by researchers and educators in the field 

of Adult Development as a marker of a leader moving into more effective 

ways of leading and being (McCauley et al., 2006). Creating sustainability 

graduates capable of seeing the complexity of the problems we are facing 

and tailoring responses to these problems is essential for us to move to a 

more sustainable world. The MSLS program’s pedagogy relies on the 

diversity of perspectives and collaboration which would support the 

development of this expanded more complex worldview; which in turn 

would support the development of a more sophisticated understanding of 

Self in Relation to others. 
 

Worldview: New Awareness/New Understandings as an outcome 

includes awareness of “social, economic and political contradictions in 

society or the role that power, privilege and oppression play in people’s lives” 

(Hoggan, 2016, p. 71). It was mentioned by 43 respondents. This is a common 

finding of TL for ESD education and aligns with ‘Increase of New Knowledge 

and Practical Skills’ (Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth, 2020, p. 1002). Arguably, 

‘New Knowledge and Practical Skills’ does not take in a wider and larger 

sense of ‘ways of knowing’ which are captured by ‘New Awareness’ and 

represents TL as an epistemic shift which places a skewed emphasis on only 

one aspect of a multifaceted phenomenon. Developing new awareness 

provides better understanding of global problems and allows for a more 

comprehensive responses to these challenges as a result of increased 

knowledge, awareness and skills. It also allows for a critical examination of 

business through a deepened understanding of systems and structures the 

perpetuate unsustainability. Critiques of TL over the years have named the 

focus on shifts related to the mental realm rather than other ways that may 

include emotional or physical shifts (Dirkx et al., 2006; Hoggan, 2016). 

Education that broadens shifts in worldview that come from a new 

awareness is important in creating new futures that decolonize education 

and society (Macintyre et al., 2020). 
 

Ontology: Ways of being refers to a change in “one’s habitual tendencies 

and dispositions” (Hoggan, 2016, p.74) and is a key finding in the MSLS 

graduates of what transformed with 48 respondents naming it. In the TL for 

ESD context it possibly shows up in the ‘Reconstructing of Values, Norms 

and Perspectives’ with examples of people becoming more empathetic and 
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(Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth, 2020, p. 1003). These qualities reflect a way 

of being more conducive for inclusive problem solving that moves away from 

perpetuating un-sustainable ones. 

 

Elements coded under Behaviour, such as Skills (33); Professional 

Practices (32); and, Actions Consistent with a New Perspective (25) could be 

seen to speak to Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth’s (2020) Social Learning theme 

which speaks to activism and promotion of sustainability in the community. 

These are critical themes for sustainability leaders and indeed action in 

society has been a key outcome of TL and its precursors for decades 

(Mezirow, 1997; Freire 2000). 

 
4.2 Challenging Aspects of Transformational Learning 

Although the majority of respondents claimed ‘transformation’ and 

positive impacts of that in their lives, there were a number who described 

negative consequences of this transformation, or that it did not have 

longevity as Hoggan (2016) would say. Engaging in education that invites the 

whole person into the experience and learning about the sustainability 

challenges will doubtless bring uncomfortable emotions and psychological 

aspects into the mix. Within the MSLS program, a more recent pedagogy – 

the Pod – a monthly small group check in with a staff member is a way that 

this has been attempted within the program (see Ayers et al. 2020). However, 

there also seems to be a need to continue to support the change agents once 

they re-enter the outside world to uphold the longevity of the 

transformation. 
 

The difficulty of maintaining the ‘new state’ once returning home was 

mentioned, for one; described as follows in case 29: “I felt comfortable in this 

group and was the best of myself. Which I actually really miss because if you 

come back home it quickly changed back if you don't build your own 

bubble.” In case 62, “When I came back to my country, I saw by HOW much 

I changed... I have had serious troubles finding a place where I felt 

comfortable. I needed a LOT of space for myself. Everything I heard was 

‘money, profit, more, more, faster, faster’ and ‘nope, wrong, false, that’s not 

how it works’”. Others discussed the psychological challenges as 

problematic: “...I felt really depressed coming out of the bubble and into the 

real world. I felt like breaking lots of times and know that many friends had 

anxiety attacks. I feel the psychological aspect should be looked more 

deeply.” (case 116). The need for TL to be desired or invited is a key ethical 

issue raised by Illeris (2014). 
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It is also worth reflecting here on the enormity of the challenges we face 

as society and the inevitable feeling of disempowerment one can feel when 

working to transform existing (power) structures. In this sense the feeling of 

agency and empowerment experienced during the program can be a double- 

edged sword. Having experienced empowerment, one potentially feels even 

more constrained and thus more dis-empowered and dis-heartened to be 

able to create change for sustainability. Or perhaps to have at least felt 

empowerment at one point, and having a sense of what it is, helps one tap 

back into it when the time and opportunity allows. Being discontented yet 

knowing what being empowered feels like is a creative tension that can hold 

open other possible futures as opposed to the pre-determined (singular) 

future of the dominant power structures paradigms (Craft et al., 2013; 

Inayatullah, 1998). Remembering this pluralist notion of possible futures and 

standing for alternatives is not comfortable work, but it is an essential 

starting point if we are to be a part of shaping and creating alternative futures 

and not just reproducing the inequalities and power relations of the past 

(Facer, 2013). 
 

4.3 Reflections on Typology of Transformative Learning (TTL) for ESD 

As seen in Table 2, the Authors proposed that the TL for ESD Outcomes 

(Rodríguez Aboytes and Barth, 2020) are captured in the TTL. From the 

experience of using the typology to code what transforms for a sustainability 

leadership master’s program, the Authors find it to be a good starting point 

for educators to identify and evaluate learning outcomes in sustainability 

and leadership education. The TTL provided an important and useful 

structure from which to code and present this research’s data and findings. 

It became apparent to researchers during coding that relationships between 

the TL outcomes described by the TTL mean they are likely linked, reliant 

or predicated on each other. For example, the outcome Self: Self-in-relation 

to Others/World defined in the TTL as “a shift in the way they (students) 

related to others or the world” (Hoggan 2017, p. 71) assumes changes to how 

learners either see themselves (Self: Identity – View of Self) or see the world 

(Worldview: More comprehensive or complex worldview). Further 

relationships present throughout the TTL, for example, if development of 

Epistemological outcomes, defined by Hoggan as “adopting a new way of 

knowing”, are achieved, does that show evidence that a developed 

Worldview: New Awareness / New Understanding outcome occurred also, as 

learners “become aware of something new… or are struck by a new concept” 

(Hoggan 2016, p. 72)? Likewise, it could be argued that the presence of 

Worldview: New Awareness / New Understandings in learners portrays the 
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development has occurred. 

 
It seems likely that there are distinct relationships and connections 

between the TTL´s themes that remain unexplored. Developing an 

understanding of this could play a role in both refining the TTL but also in 

helping educators choose learning designs that may prioritize certain TL 

outcomes. While typologies by definition are meant to “relate to one another 

rather than be dominant or subsidiary” (Nind and Lewthwaite, 2020 p. 469) 

coding using the TTL highlighted the possibility that certain learning 

outcomes may be more significant than others (also evidenced by the 

number of articles on each outcome in the original literature review), and 

potentially have cascading effects that trigger other outcomes. Can a learner 

have outcomes in the Self theme without first having one’s Worldview: 

Assumptions, Beliefs, attitude, expectations challenged? Can changes in 

Ontology: Ways of Being described as “change of habitual tendencies and 

dispositions” (Hoggan, 2016 p.74) occur without impacts to learner 

Behaviour? While it remains unlikely that dynamic TL experiences operate 

with a beginning and end outcome, it is possible that some TL outcomes 

carry some ‘weight’ in their ability to impact others and these could be 

focused on in design of learning environments. This may be particularly true 

in an ESD context where sustainability concepts for many carry 

epistemological leaps. 
 

These questions are not meant to undermine the current typology, but 

instead highlight the difficulty in homogenising a dynamic, non-linear 

learning experience into clearly defined boundaries. They show the need for 

both a more detailed description of the outcomes, but also examination of 

their relationship to each other. Importantly, from a sustainability 

educational perspective, a more nuanced understanding of TL outcomes and 

their relationship will be integral to the design of educational environments, 

highlighting the potential of focusing on certain outcomes by seeing them 

in relationship. Mezirow spoke to the progressive nature of TL processes by 

articulating ten stages, and a refined typology could potentially consider how 

the outcomes could represent this dynamism and progression. Just as 

Mezirow presented the disorienting dilemma as a crucial element of TL 

processes from which other outcomes relied, an updated typology could 

attempt to represent the TL process using its themes in progression, 

suggestive of a more cyclical learning process that produces numerous TL 

outcomes from a specific focus. For example, by cultivating Worldview: More 

Comprehensive or Complex Worldview outcomes through the deliberate use 
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of diversity in classrooms (as evidence by MSLS) the related development of 

learners’ Self: Self-in-relation to Others/World and one’s Identity – View of 

Self (Self) would result in direct outcome to learner experience with diversity. 

Furthermore, this process would create learning conditions that enhance 

openness (Epistemology: More Open) and discrimination (Epistemology: 

More Discriminating) encouraging continued learner development in a 

cyclical learning process. 

 

In the Handbook of Transformative Learning, Cranton and Taylor 

(2012) recommend that researchers give greater attention to theoretical 

analyses when developing a rationale and analyzing the findings of a study, 

and pay attention to providing a critical review of related research and 

established theory. They also suggest that if possible, researchers should 

contribute to the advancement of TL. Largely missing from empirical studies 

thus far, an updated TTL could provide sustainability education programs a 

valuable tool in being able to map and measure transformational learning 

outcomes in students, as well as providing educators a language to be able 

to assess the effectiveness of their programs in light of the subjective TL 

experiences. Our contribution supports this advancement through 

prototyping the TTL in sustainability leadership context. This paper 

advances descriptions at the sub-theme level of the TTL as well as discussing 

potential further development of the typology in an ESD context. 

 
4.4 Transferability and Future Research 

While the data is unique to the case study itself, the process of using 

the TTL and the resulting reflections and suggestions for improvement to 

the use of it, should contribute to the transferability of the process. As 

pointed out above, some of the terms within the TTL were undefined and 

therefore the authors needed to add their own interpretations. This comes 

with implications for replicability. Having now built out the themes with rich 

examples and more detailed description (see Table 3), this should lead to 

more clarity regarding the TTL and thus enhance replicability of future 

studies making use of the same design. We have used dense descriptions in 

order to facilitate this. Further research could indeed apply this in other ESD 

programs, as well as explore more long-term ‘outcomes’ of the 

transformation for the participants of the program, and the lasting impacts 

and effects their education has as they move back into their other 

professional and community contexts. 
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4.5 Implications for ESD Educators and Practitioners 

The need for educators and practitioners in formal or informal 

educational settings to develop, design and build capacity for change agents 

for sustainability has never been greater. Within the ESD field the discussion 

of the need for Transformative Learning (TL) has become commonplace, but 

their remains a lack of clarity as to the outcomes of TL in general and in 

particular within the ESD field. 

 
This paper suggests the Typology for Transformative Learning first 

developed by Hoggan (2016) as a useful addition within the field and the 

possibility that educators may use it to assess TL within their programs. By 

utilizing Hoggan’s (2016) framework in a sustainability context it offers ESD 

educators a first step in systematizing TL outcomes for sustainability and 

creating an emerging, but shared language that can be used by ESD 

educators employing TL as a tool for change. While the study does not 

answer all of the questions regarding the role of TL in sustainability 

education, it does provide a valuable and needed stepping stone from which 

further development can occur. The practical implication is that we are 

moving closer to being able to assess whether an educational experience is 

transformational for individual students and potentially even to be able to 

assess from a third-party perspective in what ways students´ perception of 

self, ways of thinking, etc have transformed. This would be a valuable 

addition to the current use of self-reporting. This knowledge is important so 

that sustainability educators can test and understand which approaches do 

indeed lead to transformation so that we may amplify the societal transition 

to sustainability effectively. To be able to formalize these pedagogies in 

educational institutions that require robust description of their pedagogical, 

assessment and measurement process is essential. This has been seen in the 

vibrant discussion on sustainability competencies which has sought to create 

a robust framework that educators can use in designing and implementing 

sustainability education programs that leads to the acquisition of relevant 

competencies (Brundiers et al 2021.) One practical suggestion is thus that 

ESD educators use the typology to assess their pedagogy and the learning 

environments they create and share their results with others, thus further 

refining the typology and our ability to assess what transforms. 

 
This study provides the results of a sustainability leadership master’s 

degree previously described as transformational (Bryant et al., 2021). The 

factors that change the most during this program are the students 

understanding of their Self (who they are); their Worldview (understanding 

of the world); and their Ontology (way of being in the world). In particular, 
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graduates described a change in their self-knowledge, the way they 

understood themselves in-relation-to others and their agency and 

empowerment to make change. Their understanding of the world grows 

more complex and comprehensive, they gain new knowledge, and their way 

of being in the world changes. 

 

For further understanding of the learning environment used within this 

particular program please see Bryant et al. (2021) and the program website 

(www.msls.com). This combined knowledge can then allow for a mapping 

of how certain pedagogical approaches (might) lead to individual 

transformation outcomes. Were other educators and educational programs 

to do this, the ESD field could build a catalogue of transformational learning 

outcomes and their associated pedagogies. The practical implication of this 

would be that we could more intentionally design such transformation 

opportunities based on more than anecdotal evidence and thus become 

more effective in supporting societal transformation. 

 
 
 

5. Conclusions 

This study presents the transformational learning outcomes of a 

master’s program in sustainability leadership. The results suggest that 

transformational outcomes of TL occur for the graduates of the program 

with significant shifts in the graduates understanding of self, while a parallel 

shift emerges in the development of worldviews that can be said to be richer, 

more nuanced, more complex and perhaps more dynamic. The study 

prototypes the TTL in ESD and confirms the framework as useful framework 

to scaffold TL outcomes for a sustainability leadership program. It suggests 

an evolution of the typology to better represent the relational, 

interconnected process of transformational learning, and proposes the need 

for ‘prioritised’ TL outcomes that offer leverage points in influencing 

learning design for sustainability transformations. This further evolution of 

the TTL would enhance the ability of future studies to achieve replicability, 

supporting the development of a robust methodology to assess 

transformational learning for ESD. While important from an academic and 

an institutional perspective, this knowledge is also vital from a practical 

perspective, as it allows sustainability educators to identify and design 

approaches that do indeed lead to individual and support societal 

transformation towards sustainability. 
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Abstract 

An ongoing discussion in Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 
research has focused on defining a list of agreed upon sustainability 
competencies required for the work of sustainability change agents. This 
discussion has included the consideration of an ‘Intrapersonal’ perspective 
that considers the role of inner qualities in change agents and how this 
impacts their ability to implement sustainability. While many researchers 
have looked at the ‘inner dimension’ of sustainability work, the 
identification and function of an ‘Intrapersonal’ competence’ remains in 
question. Utilizing practitioner responses, this paper identifies eight 
Intrapersonal capacities that change agents described as beneficial to their 
implementation of sustainability. These capacities are, the ability to: Hold 
complexity, Foster a learners mindset, Deeply value others, Let be, Show up 
as one’s full self, Regulate and manage the self, Persist with lightness and 
Ensure one’s wellbeing. The study provides insights into the identification 
of the capacities and their relationship to a wider Intrapersonal research 
field. It also discusses the implications this perspective has on Education for 
Sustainable Development should it consider incorporating such capacities 
into teaching and learning. While much literature in the field is of 
conceptual nature, this paper offers an empirical contribution by including 
the voice and perspective of change agents to the Intrapersonal discussion. 

 
 
 

Keywords: Education for Sustainable Development, Competence, Capacities, 
Change Agents, Intrapersonal, Sustainability 
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Introduction 

The role of the competencies needed by sustainability change agents has 
been part of a continued discussion within sustainability research and a 
consensus has emerged suggesting ‘specialized’ competencies are needed if 
change agents are to effectively implement sustainability (H. Burns et al., 
2015). The development of several competence frameworks has created some 
clarity around these specialized competencies, with the framework by 
Brundiers et al, (2021) in particular gaining significance in this field. While 
the application of this framework is increasing, further study is needed on 
numerous fronts, including consideration of an ‘Intrapersonal’ competence 
for change agents as a significant component of the frameworks’ evolution 
and function (Redman & Wiek, 2021). The desire for development of an 
Intrapersonal competence reflects calls by other researchers for greater 
understanding regarding the role that an individual’s inner dimension plays 
in the implementation of sustainability, a topic seen to be lacking in research 
and understanding (Frank, 2021; Ives et al., 2020; Wamsler, 2020). Despite 
this call, convergence on what exactly constitutes an ‘Intrapersonal’ 
competence remains challenged with research considering the ambiguous 
nature of the concept, the variety of language and terminology used to 
describe it and how a defined Intrapersonal competence can support the 
implementation of sustainability (Brundiers et al., 2021; Jaakkola et al., 2022). 
This study aims to contribute to this discussion by identifying a number of 
Intrapersonal capacities described as important by sustainability change 
agents in their work and that could be beneficial in contributing to the 
development of an Intrapersonal competence understanding. 

 

Sustainability and the ‘Inner Dimension’ 
 

In recent academic discussions, various scholars have engaged with the 
notion that sustainability implementation requires the development of 
individuals ‘inner dimension’ if society is to successful transition towards 
sustainability. This ‘inner dimension’ has been defined by Wamsler and 
Brink (2018, p. 55) as the subjective domain of individuals ‘mindsets, 
worldviews, beliefs, values and emotions’ which, if developed, offers the 
potential for a wider cultural shift towards sustainability and more effective 
action by individuals. While this terminology has yet to receive consensus 
disparate research from various disciplines has considered the topic of 
beneficial inner skills from both a sustainability (Andrews, 2017; Dlouhá et 
al., 2019; Ives et al., 2020; Lehtonen et al., 2018; Mock et al., 2019; Salovaara 
& Soini, 2021) and facilitation and leadership perspective (Avolio & Gardner, 
2005; Jordan, 2011; Mackewn, 2004; Scharmer, 2009) without coming to a 
converging or defined list of ‘inner’ capacities or one competence. Some 
examples consider the need in change agents for ‘post conventional level of 
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cognitive (and probably moral) development,’ (Waddock, 2013, p. 105) while 
others suggests higher order dispositions and the development of a critical 
moral consciousness as integral traits existing within sustainability change 
agents (Podger et al., 2010). Further examples include the need for agents to 
cultivate emotional awareness and sensitivity (Lehtonen et al., 2018) and to 
develop compassion and empathy as value sets guiding conscious action 
(Bendell et al., 2017; Raami, 2019). Ojala (2013) suggests emotional insight 
and coping mechanisms in individuals engaged in sustainability action are 
needed, as does Verlie (Verlie, 2019) who discusses the needs for 
sustainability educators to internalize the ability to ‘learn to live’ with the 
climate crisis and the fundamental distress it causes. Giangrande et al. (2019) 
and Andrews (2017), speak to required ‘psychosocial prerequisites’ that help 
address sustainability such as the ability to cultivate presence, be aware of 
internal and external surroundings, hold contradictory thoughts and 
feelings, and find inner states of peace and compassion, for oneself and 
others. 

 

This research suggests that understanding the inner dimension of change 
agents remains a significant focal point for researchers as they examine the 
conditions of effective action. For sustainability researchers, in context of 
ongoing competence research, utilizing this research to understand the 
inner dimension of change agents may prove beneficial as part of the fields 
desire to develop an Intrapersonal competence. 

 

Towards an Intrapersonal Competence 
 

A tangible development in this area of the inner dimension and 
sustainability has been the call for an Intrapersonal competence in context 
of an emerging and agreed upon Sustainability Competence Framework 
(Brundiers et al, 2021). In addition to the more disparate literature described 
above a number of recent studies have attempted to move the field towards 
a more refined ‘Intrapersonal’ competence understanding (Frank, 2021; 
Frank & Stanszus, 2019; Giangrande et al., 2019; Jaakkola et al., 2022; Redman 
& Wiek, 2021). For example, Frank (2021) offers a conceptual framework of 
‘personal competencies’ that directly responds to the affective-motivational 
challenges of sustainability and includes, 1.) self-awareness, 2.) value clarity 
3.) emotional resilience, 4.) self-care, 5.) the ability to access and cultivate 
ethical virtues and 6.) the ability to access and cultivate mindsets of 
sustainability. Jaakkola et al. speak to self-awareness and emotional 
resilience as key elements that constitute what they describe as the ‘personal 
sphere’ of sustainability work (2022) and the competencies framework itself, 
initially developed by Wiek et al (2011), describes an early understanding of 
an Intrapersonal Competence as a self-awareness and self-care competence 
that promotes ‘the ability to be aware of one’s own emotions, desires, 



112 

 

 

thoughts, behaviors and personality, as well as to regulate, motivate, and 
continually improve oneself’ (Brundiers et al., 2021, p. 20). The Intrapersonal 
competence is also seen to provide the ‘ability to avoid personal health 
challenges and burnout in advancing sustainability transformation through 
resilience orientated self-care’ (Redman & Wiek, 2021, p. 6). 

 

A number of key conceptual challenges have emerged from these research 
pieces that require further study. One question is whether the Intrapersonal 
competence is a ‘specific and unique competence’ or is ‘more accurately 
captured by other concepts, such as mindsets, and potentially should not be 
considered as a competence, but rather as ‘moderators’ of the other 
competencies’ (Brundiers et al. 2021, 25) while another remains the difficulty 
in navigating the ‘terminological confusion’ that exists in the field of study 
(Brundiers et al, 2021, 14). The uncertainty around these questions means 
researchers are yet to propose an ‘unified’ Intrapersonal competence 
definition, an outcome that would also require consideration of how an 
Intrapersonal competence would relate to the ‘agreed upon’ competencies 
framework being adopted by researchers in the field (Brundiers et al, 2021; 
Redman & Wiek, 2021). Further room for development has also been seen in 
the need to include an empirical and practitioner perspective in this ongoing 
research discussion (Frank, 2021). Some research in this area has emerged 
(e.g. Inner Development Goals, 2021), but remains developing and situated 
outside the academic competencies discussion that this research occupies. 
Further questions consider the ability to measure and develop these 
competencies, an aspect that remain important to educators should they 
wish to deliberately develop and teach an Intrapersonal competence. This 
study situates itself within this competencies discussion and aligns with the 
field’s attempt to develop a robust understanding of the Intrapersonal 
competence, its relationship with the developing competence framework, its 
impact on sustainability as well as its educational implications. 

 

Aim 
This study thus examines the experience and perspective of sustainability 
change agents in the context described above. It aims to identify a set of 
capacities that describe potential elements of an Intrapersonal competence 
to provide deepened understanding of the domain. The aim of the paper is 
provide empirical data to inform a study area that has to date offered mostly 
conceptual analysis (Frank, 2021; Jaakkola et al., 2022). 
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Methodology 
The study adopted a qualitative approach in which participant descriptions 
of ‘facts, feelings and experiences’ have been ‘interpreted by the researcher’ 
(Savin-Baden, & Major, 2013) using a thematic analysis approach. Thematic 
analysis was chosen as it offers a flexible tool that provides a rich, detailed, 
yet complex account of the data allowing researcher to determine themes 
and patterns (Peel, 2020). The authors’ role as educators and researchers in 
sustainable development, who have been working with Intrapersonal 
concepts within these contexts led the study to adopt a ‘theoretical’ thematic 
analysis in which these contexts provided a ‘theoretical or analytical 
interest.’ This meant the analysis was done with the explicit purpose of 
uncovering the ‘Intrapersonal’ aspects emerging from the data (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). 

 

Drawing from outside sources that allows for new insights is a ‘typical’ 
approach for education research within sustainability science (Barth & 
Michelsen, 2013). This was done with the intention of examining (the 
internal) practice of change agents in the context of their work 
(sustainability change) (Peel, 2020) in order to extract theory and to then 
apply it back to practice (Savin-Baden, & Major, 2013) when considering the 
research findings as implications for education and research. 

 

The data was gathered using a semi structured qualitative survey sent to the 
alumni of the Master’s in Strategic Leadership of Sustainability (MSLS). The 
program was founded in 2004 and now has over 800 alumni from 
approximately 90 countries. The alumni operate across a range of 
sustainability related disciplines and vocations and their roles range from 
corporate sustainability positions to facilitation, consultation and 
educational work that consider social and ecological sustainability contexts. 
While tracking all alumni is difficult, a map of their LinkedIn profiles reveals 
that at least 50% of the alumni work in change agent roles in sustainability, 
although anecdotally the number is probably closer to 80%. The survey 
revealed that more than 90% of graduates found meaningful sustainability 
change work within two years of graduation; 37% even within two months. 
The selection of the populations sample is further discussed in the 
limitations. 

 

Survey Design and Distribution 
 

The MSLS alumni regularly interacts through a social media group, a listserv 
and email, all of which were used to communicate the survey. The 
researchers created a two-minute video explaining the purpose of the 
research and sent written invitations via the above channels. The full survey 
focused on the overall experience alumni had during the program and the 
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effect it had on their work thereafter. One subsection consisted of four open- 
ended, qualitative questions specifically relating to the Intrapersonal 
dimensions of their work. This part of the survey was semi structured and 
asked questions using an intrapersonal perspective as a predefined topic, 
while allowing space for descriptive answers that provided rich data points 
for the researchers (Busetto et al., 2020). The questions were: 

 

1. A statement about leadership that many of you are probably 
familiar with is Bill O´Brian´s quote “The success of an 
intervention depends on the interior condition of the intervenor.” 
What are your reflections on this quote? 

2. What is this interior condition for you? Can you explain what 
makes it up for you? Please describe it to the best of your ability… 

3. Below we will give you a set of usually mentioned sustainability 
change agent skill sets. Please describe to us any intrapersonal 
skills you think are relevant in this context. You can provide 
multiple Intrapersonal skills for each as well as repeat skills. 

 

• Utilizing systems and complexity thinking 

 
• Working in diverse teams 

 
• Developing and inspiring a shared vision 

 
• Engaging and motivating a wide range of 

stakeholders 

 
• Building alliances and collaborative networks 

 
• Working with participatory processes 

 

• Questioning the status quo 

 
• Proposing and testing new solutions 

 
 

4. Are there other Intrapersonal skills that you rely on regularly in 
your work? 

 
The terms 'interior condition’ and ‘Intrapersonal dimension’ are familiar to 
graduates as this terminology is used in written resources and class 
discussions. The first two questions were intended to prime respondents to 
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consider the role of the internal state, before the third question which aimed 
to encourage tangible descriptions of Intrapersonal capacities used by 
practitioners within each proposed area. The eight areas used in question 3 
were familiar to respondents as the program uses them in the program’s 
skills map (Ayers et al., 2020), however, they would also be understood 
without prior exposure to them. 

 

The survey was open from October 21 to November 18, 2019. Of about 800 
alumni, 215 responded to the survey in general and 154 respondents answered 
the Intrapersonal questions. Respondents could choose whether to remain 
anonymous or share their name with the researchers. 

 

Conducting A Thematic Analysis: Creating Themes 
 
 

Initial Inductive Clustering 
 

Survey answers were inductively examined by one researcher to thematically 
analyze narrative trends and patterns. Respondent answers were reviewed, 
shortened into general codes, and clustered based on the prevalence in the 
data of certain ‘terms, words, phrases or concepts and the frequency and 
relationships by which they occur-that is what is said and how it is said’ 
(DeJaeghere et al., 2020, p. 33). No quantitative measurements were 
recorded regarding the number of mentions as this was an exploratory phase 
of research; rather patterns of responses based on similar quotes, wording 
and descriptions were synthesized together in a flexible approach that 
utilized researcher judgement that considered how participants articulated 
similar themes across the entire data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This 
thematic grouping resulted in the articulation of eight specific thematic 
areas described in Table 1 and sub-themes consisting of repeated key words 
prevalent in each theme i.e ‘awareness, presence, empathy’. This inductive 
approach utilized repeated handling of the data in order to make coherent 
sense of the different perspectives of respondents and is a common method 
for finding meaningful narratives in educational research (Savin-Baden, & 
Major, 2013). 

 

Detailed Deductive Analysis 
 

To sense check the inductive phase and to gain further clarity on the 
prevalence of emerging themes within the data, a second researcher utilised 
themes from the initial analysis and examined all respondent answers again 
using Atlas.ti software. Statements and keywords displaying evidence of 
each theme where coded by mention. Repetitive keywords and statements 
without a significant change in context were considered as a single mention 
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and statements could be coded in more than one theme. The number of 
mentions of each theme and examples of theme quotes are presented in 
Table 1 In this step, a category called ‘Other’ was also added to account for 
thematic areas that did not fit the initial set of eight, thus also acting as a 
check on these categories. No major new themes emerged from this further 
analysis. Any outliers from this category were discussed and either 
recategorized into existing themes, removed as knowledge piece or general 
skills, or discarded based on their lack of relevance. 

 
 
 

Results 
 

Table 1 provides an overview of the eight capacities arranged in order of the 
number of mentions. The most mentioned capacity was to ‘Regulate and 
manage the self’ with the least being to ‘Foster a learner mindset.’ For each 
capacity, respondents also mentioned practices they engage in to foster 
these capacities. These are presented matched with supporting literature in 
Table 3 in the discussion. 

 

Table 1. Identifying Eight Intrapersonal Capacities 
 

The ability 
to… 

Mentions Respondent Quotes: 

 
 
 
 
 

 
… regulate 
and manage 
the self. 

 
159 

• ‘Your mind, your interior world is like an ocean. And even though 
you can have storms happening out there, it is only happening on 
the surface; most of your body – well your mind, is actually steady 
and strong’ (r 207) 

• ‘to be aware what is my emotions and what belongs to others’ (r 187) 

• ‘there’s a fundamental need to be aware of our inner condition, be 
aware of our personal limitations, to be able to intervene in a 
sustainable and effective way’ (r 213) 

• ‘am I relaxed? Am I in flow? Am I constricted? Am I anxious? Am I 
operating from a place of relaxation and centeredness or a place of 
anxiety/control’ (r 21) 

• ‘ability to control unexpected emotions (anger, frustration), stay 
calm and balance’ (r 207) 

… deeply 
value others. 

142 • fostering empathy and collaboration’ (r 35) 

• ‘genuine interest in others’ (r 27) 

• ‘knowing that not just one person has the answers, like the 
community identify the solution’ (r 24) 

• ‘interest in inclusion, participation from team members’ (r 201) 
• ‘a commitment to working with those who hold different opinions 

than you’ (r 184) 
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… ensure 
one’s 
wellbeing. 

136 • ‘trust and care for my soul, body, mind’ (r 35) 

• ‘sleep well, eat well, exercise, spend time in nature, be conscious 
about down time and me time’ (r 206) 

• ‘I am spending much more time on hosting myself so that I can 
serve the people around me in my work’ (r 196) 

• ‘I’ve learned that taking care of yourself is also part of being a leader 
and that every big societal change starts within’ (r 168). 

… show up 
as one’s full 
self. 

 
118 

• ‘to make sure what our values are, what we believe in, what we want 
the world to be’ (r 183) 

• ‘to have 100% acceptance of oneself, taking 100% responsibility for 
oneself, ones actions… acting with integrity’ (r 204) 

• ‘(having) a deep awareness of what we bring into the world’ (r 3) 

• ‘(knowing) who am I, and why I am intending an intervention’ (r 
215) 

• ‘staying true to myself and my values’ (r 205) 

… hold 
complexity. 

111 • ‘to see the complexity of the world and navigate it’ (r 35) 

• ‘ability to not know, to hold paradox and ambiguity’ (r 176) 

• ‘tolerate uncertainty’ (r 199) 

 
 
 

 
… let be. 

 
104 

• ‘awareness that a better solution may always be out there’ (r 24) 

• ‘persistence/perseverance, but also the ability to let go’ (r 207) 

• ‘let go of (one’s) ego’ (r 207) 

• ‘Letting go. By opening myself to different perspectives and not 
idealising the path to sustainability’ (r 186) 

• ‘The ability to recognise one’s own priorities, the ability to let go of 
some of those priorities in order to create a shared vision’ (r 184) 

• ‘letting go of perfection’ (r 164) 
 

… persist 
with 
lightness. 

99 • ‘belief that change is possible and we have the capacity to influence 
the way of the world’ (r 133) 

• ‘positive outlook, hope, humour’ (r 210) 
• ‘fostering hope within oneself and others’ (r 196) 

… foster a 
learner’s 
mindset. 

81 • ‘Receptive to feedback’ (r 23) 

• ‘Through learning we re-create ourselves, become able to do 
something we never were able to, we reperceive the world and our 
relationship to it’ (r 211) 

• ‘fostering a growth mindset’ (r 206) 

• ‘open mind, curiosity, eagerness to learn and reflect, the courage to 
fail’ (r 183) 
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Discussion 
 

This study identified eight Intrapersonal capacities as important in the 
implementation of sustainability from the perspective and experience of 154 
sustainability change agents. ‘Regulate and manage the self’ (159 mentions) 
and ‘Ensure one’s wellbeing’ (136) were significant capacities that emerged, 
while change agents also suggested important Intrapersonal areas include 
the ability to ‘Deeply value others,’ (142) ‘Show up as one’s full self’ (118), 
‘Hold complexity’ (111), ‘Let be’ (104), ‘Persist with lightness’ (99) and ‘Foster 
a Learner’s Mindset’ (84). These findings and their implications are 
discussed below. 

 

Connecting Findings to an emerging Intrapersonal Competence 
perspective 

 

These results share similarities and differences with several studies in the 
field that examine the topic of a ‘Intrapersonal’ competence for 
sustainability, the results of this study highlight a number of distinct and 
consistent themes emerging across this literature (Frank, 2021; Frank & 
Stanszus, 2019; Giangrande et al., 2019; Jaakkola et al., 2022; Redman & Wiek, 
2021). For example, the themes of self-awareness and self-care, offered as an 
initial Intrapersonal understanding by Redman and Wiek (2021) were also 
found by this study and in other literature suggesting an agreed upon theme. 
However, the emergence of other capacities in this study points to a broader 
understanding of this Intrapersonal Competence. For example, one finding 
of this study, the capacity to ‘Persist with lightness,’ is described as the 
deliberate cultivation of hope and humor in sustainability work, suggesting 
a relationship with self-care and resilience, but also offering an insight into 
the benefits of utilizing hope and purpose as intentional tools in 
sustainability work. This aligns with Frank’s consideration of ‘accessing and 
cultivating mindsets for sustainability’ which asks for individuals to 
construct a ‘pro-active and positive attitude towards the world’ as they seek 
to overcome the challenges posed by sustainability work (Frank, 2021, p. 
1237). Other alignments occur, such as Giangrande et al.’s (2019) suggested 
need for change agents to have ‘the ability to hold contradictory thoughts 
and feelings without having to resolve the contradictions’ (p.6) which is 
similar to the capacity of ‘Holding complexity’, and ‘the ability to experience 
and deepen love and connection to yourself, other humans and the non- 
human world’ (p. 6) which aligns with the capacity of ‘Deeply valuing others.’ 
Table 2 shows an overview of connections between the existing literature 
and this study’s results. 
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Table 2. Relating the capacities to other Intrapersonal studies 
 

This study 
’The ability 
to… 

(Frank, 2021) (Giangrande et 
al. 2019) 

(Redman and 
Wiek. 2021) 

(Frank & 
Stanszus, 2019) 

(Jaakola et al 
2022) 

Hold 
complexity…’ 

 ‘The ability to 
hold 
contradictory 
thoughts and 
feelings without 
resolution’ (p. 6) 

 ’Learned to 
tolerate 
challenges’ 
(related to 
sustainability) (p. 
14) 

 

Foster a 
Learners 
Mindset…’ 

     

Deeply value 
others…’ 

‘The ability to 
access and 
cultivate ethical 
values’ 
‘Openness, 
empathy, curiosity, 
gratitude and 
humility’ (p.1237) 

’The ability to 
experience and 
deepen love and 
connection to 
yourself, other 
humans 
and the non- 
human world’ (p. 
6) 

  Awareness of one’s 
relation to others 
and compassion 
towards oneself 
and others (p.8) 

To Let be…’  ‘Find inner states 
of peace and 
compassion, for 
oneself and others’ 
(p. 6) 

   

Show up as 
one’s full 
self…’ 

Values clarity - 
’connected to 
intrinsic 
sustainability 
orientated values’ 
(p. 1236) 

  ‘Obtained detailed 
insights into 
affective 
motivational 
challenges and 
their automatic 
coping 
mechanisms’ (Self 
reflexivity/ Self- 
awareness) (p.14) 

Awareness of one’s 

positionality 
(p.8) 

Regulate and 
manage the 
self…’ 

Self-awareness 
’awareness of one’s 
inner states and 
processes’ (p. 1236) 

‘The ability to 
cultivate 
awareness; the skill 
to be present’ (p. 6) 

‘Self-awareness 
and self- 
regulation’ 
(p. 6) 

Ability to ’tolerate 
challenges’ 
(Emotional 
regulation/ 
emotional 
resilience) 
(p.14) 

Awareness of one’s 
emotions, desires, 
thoughts, values, 
assumptions, and 
behaviors 
(p.8) 

Persist with 

lightness…’ 

Cultivate mindset 
for sustainability 
– ‘a constructive, 
proactive posture 
towards the 
world’ 
(p. 1236) 

    

Ensure one’s 
wellbeing…’ 

Building emotional 
resilience and 
selfcare (p. 1236) 

‘Knowledge of 
stress and how to 
know when you are 
stressed to reduce 
stress and avoid 
burnout’ (p. 6) 

‘Avoid personal 
health challenges 
and burnout 
through resilience 
orientated selfcare’ 
(p. 6) 

‘Improvement in 
wellbeing as a 
result of increased 
self-awareness, 
self-care, self- 
acceptance and 
self-compassion’ 
(p.14) 

Emotional 
resilience (p.8) 
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The comparison table highlights how this study’s findings relate to other 
competence related studies and indicates that themes of agreement are 
emerging, specifically across the themes of self-awareness, self-care and to 
lesser extent across the themes of ‘valuing others’ and ‘showing up as one’s 
full self.’ One exception was the outcome of ‘Developing a Learners 
Mindset,’ which was not present in other literature, potentially because it is 
closely associated with the cognitive capacity of learning and therefore not 
seen as an Intrapersonal capacity. This beginning of an alignment and 
unification will need to be built upon if a defined Intrapersonal competence 
is to occur. 

 

Connecting findings to existing Inner Dimension literature 
 

Outside of the more focused competence discussion, literature from a wide 
range of fields has considered ‘inner dimension’ skills discussed in the 
introduction. Table 3 gives an overview how this research findings align with 
studies from a wider field of ‘inner dimension’ research. 

 

For example, the capacity of ‘Holding complexity’, aligns with Jordan’s 
concept of ‘complexity awareness,’ which promotes change agents ability to 
skillfully, engage with wicked issues, this is described as the ability to which 
a ‘person notices, expects, and can handle the complexity of a task’ (Jordan, 
2011, p. 59). Another example suggests empathy is a ‘prerequisite for 
understanding the plurality of sustainability from different perspectives or 
facing collaborators as equals and being compassionate’ (Salovaara & Soini, 
2021, p. 79) aligning with the study’s identification of ‘Deeply valuing others’. 
Furthermore, ‘Showing up as one’s full self,’ mirrors the belief that ‘effective 
leadership requires an inner process, in which a leader must first be 
grounded in an understanding of self’ (Burns et al., 2015, p. 92) and aligns 
with other studies suggestions that change agent impact often stems from a 
developed sense of identity grounded in defined moral values in service to 
others, humanity and social justice (Andrews, 2017; Podger et al., 2010). 

 

‘Regulating and managing the self’ was highlighted by numerous other 
studies as an important capacity (Ives et al., 2020; Lehtonen et al., 2018). 
Wamsler & Brink (2018) suggest that using non-judgmental awareness 
(through mindfulness) that continuously pays attention to subjective 
momentary experience is crucial to cultivating an open, accepting, 
benevolent and compassionate attitude needed for sustainability work while 
‘Ensuring one’s wellbeing,’ was also supported by other studies. Described 
in this study as the ability to ‘ensure the mental, physical and emotional 
resources required’ for sustainability work, Brundiers & Wiek (2017) speak 
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to a similar definition, suggesting preventative self-care as a skillset needed 
to ensure professionals ability to complete their tasks while preventing or 
coping with distress, frustration, fatigue, and burnout. Other studies 
suggested the need to develop restorative contemplative practices (Eaton et 
al., 2016) or the cultivation of ‘passion’ and ‘purpose’ as ways to ensure 
change agents physical and mental wellbeing as they work over time 
(Andrews, 2017; Mock et al., 2019; Shrivastava, 2010). 

 

These examples provide some small insights into how the findings of this 
study relate to other literature, that touch on, but do not explicitly examine 
Intrapersonal concepts from a competence perspective, thus enhancing the 
validity of the results of this study, and also creating an emerging coherency 
regarding the identification of Intrapersonal perspectives in other academic 
research. 
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Relating the capacities to the Sustainability Competencies 
Framework. 

 

One key question emerging from previous research was how an 
Intrapersonal understanding operates in relationship to what is emerging as 
an ‘agreed upon competencies framework’ in which the competencies are 
seen as interrelated (Brundiers et al., 2021). This question asks whether the 
Intrapersonal serves to underpin all other competencies presented by the 
framework as moderators, or if the capacities can be seen to constitutes a 
competence in themselves (Brundiers et al. 2021). From the perspective of 
this research, we suggest there is a role for the capacities in supporting the 
implementation of the other competencies and that they do so by 
supporting the ‘motivational and attitudinal’ components of the defined 
competencies but also that they can potentially help with moderation of the 
other competencies. As to whether the capacities can be synthesized and 
included as a single competence, we remain more hesitant to adopt a 
position on. Utilising Jaakola et al’s (2022) definition of competence we 
consider it possible as the capacities can be seen as knowledge and skills able 
to be developed, but also as personal dispositions with the potential for 
growth. If we adopt the requirements for performance and measurement 
suggested in other research (Brundiers et al. 2021) we are more hesitant, 
considerate of the difficulties of measuring these capacities in terms of 
subjective growth or in the ability to correlate their impacts on tangible 
sustainability outcomes. Table 4 offers a theoretical suggestion for potential 
relationships. 

 

The Intrapersonal as integral to sustainability practice 
 

This research aligns with Jaakola et al’s (2022) view of Intrapersonal 
capacities as personal dispositions that help change agents navigate the 
challenges of sustainability and that can be further developed. We suggest 
that a more detailed understanding of the Intrapersonal sphere can support 
change agents in deliberately cultivating this inner base to support their 
sustainability work. This study shows that the surveyed change agents are 
aware of this connection. Firstly, it allows them to understand the field with 
greater clarity by developing a self-awareness (through clarifying one’s 
mental models, values and beliefs, psychological patterns, and reactions). It 
also supports long term engagement by offering coping mechanisms for 
difficult processes and by promoting resilience, connection and the 
cultivation of hope (ensuring one’s wellbeing, capacity to cope and ability to 
foster hope). Finally, it encourages cognitive and somatic practices of 
regulation and response to complex situations. It is through the cultivation 
of these capacities that change agents develop skills that allow them to 
respond to the personal and professional challenges of sustainability. In a 
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field calling for inclusive transdisciplinary processes on complex issues, 
conscious design and facilitation of these processes remains an integral 
element of potential success being able to manage the complexity around 
and inside of them is key (Jordan 2011). 

 

Implications for Education for Sustainable Development 
 

Raami (2019), amongst others, suggests that the development of self- 
knowledge abilities and internal understanding are trainable; however, 
Dlouha et al. (2019) argue it is difficult to teach objective, implementable 
competences that develop students’ internal qualities with transmissive 
pedagogies. One significant question thus is how ESD learning 
environments can design pedagogy, learning outcomes and assessment 
protocols for this emerging Intrapersonal Competence and a a number of 
pedagogical pathways have emerged. 

 

The development of contemplative and reflective pedagogies has been 
suggested as option that promotes Intrapersonal development, (Ayers et al., 
2020; Eaton et al., 2016; Wamsler, 2020) as have Transformational Learning 
environments that seek to promote active disorientation with reflection in 
order to promote self-knowledge (Bryant et al., 2021; Mezirow, 1997). 
Furthermore, pedagogies encouraging hope, purpose, love, and peace in a 
time of socio-ecological crisis have connected sustainability and spirituality 
and gained acceptance as increasingly important to sustainability practice 
(Fry & Egel, 2021; Ojala, 2017). As these practices find their way into 
educational programs, they offer students more access to internal 
understanding and self-discovery. The repeated mention of meditation, 
mindfulness and journaling as practices that support Intrapersonal 
development in the survey also offers insights into the methods that change 
agents use to cultivate and strengthen their intrapersonal skills. 

 

Some of these tools are well utilized by current educators (Ayers et al., 2020; 
Shrivastava, 2010; Wamsler & Brink, 2018) suggesting that certain pedagogies 
already offer the potential for Intrapersonal development without needing 
significant redesigns. 

 

Still, the development of concrete educational practices remains integral to 
grounding theoretical competencies research in tangible sustainability 
outcomes and is only just emerging within educational programs (Wamsler, 
2020). This means developing tangible pedagogical designs that promote the 
development of the inner dimension in the service of sustainability (Murray, 
2011) while also considering how pedagogies that allow educators to address 
issues of ecological distress and discomfort due to sustainability issues in the 
classroom can be used (Verlie, 2019). The Master’s of Strategic Leadership 
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towards Sustainability (MSLS) utilises these Intrapersonal capacities as part 
of its skills map, using them as intentional guides in the development of 
personal leadership for sustainability. Students are asked to pick and 
practice one capacity each learning period, developing them in consultation 
with staff and self-report their development (Ayers et al., 2020). While the 
program has deliberate learning outcomes and assessment points as part of 
this process in an attempt to fit into the higher education legal framework, 
further work is being considered in how to transparently embed the 
capacities within year-round learning. Asking students to reflect on how 
different educational experiences stimulate growth in the Intrapersonal 
capacities in response to disorientation and discomfort has been one avenue. 
While pedagogical designs using the capacities remain emergent and further 
research is required to develop robust assessment and measurement 
outcomes, use of the capacities has led to a positive response from students 
as they seek to develop intrapersonal qualities that impact their ongoing 
work as sustainability change agents. 

 

Limitations 
 

This study has several limitations. Firstly, the use of surveys means that 
participants are self-reporting behaviour or use of capacities, without the 
researchers being able to witness these behaviors nor their context in action. 
This is a common challenge discussed in competency/capacity assessment, 
but as Frank and Stanszus (2019, p. 1239) conclude “qualitative self-reports… 
might in fact be suited as a means to reconstruct learners´ personal 
competencies”. Meaning that while not perfect, they currently are one of the 
best tools researchers must study and articulate the phenomena in study. 

 

Similarly, the respondents are self-identifying as sustainability change 
agents without measurable proof that their work and behavior does indeed 
lead to sustainability transformations. While research to correlate internal 
capacities and long-term sustainability outcomes is interesting and needed, 
it seems advanced given the state of the field. Based on the demographics of 
the alumni network discussed in the methodology section, however, the 
researchers do feel confident enough that respondents indeed work towards 
these transformations and are thus a valid source to offer insights into the 
role of inner dynamics. 

 

Secondly, the use of alumni from a single educational program (MSLS) 
means that respondent answers may not present a wide spectrum of 
understanding of Intrapersonal concepts. The program pedagogy, with its 
focus on ‘sustainability leadership,’ utilizes elements of ‘internal 
understanding,’ ‘personal awareness and self-leadership’ as main learning 
outcomes. This means respondents have a developed language and share 



Paper B 

129 

 

 

epistemology regarding intrapersonal understanding. Thus, outcomes may 
not precisely represent other programs who utilize similar concepts 
differently. while differing semantics exist elsewhere the process offers a 
robust insight into practitioner perspective of Intrapersonal understanding 
and potentially could be repeated across numerous programs to develop 
further insights of Intrapersonal perspectives and language. 

 

While a thematic analysis approaches provide a useful methodology for 
qualitative educational research that aims to draw conclusions from 
participant experience (DeJaeghere et al., 2020), this study acknowledges 
that a member check with participants would have provided quality 
assurance in regards to the study’s findings, allowing for correction of any 
misinterpretation of the data. While adding robustness, this was beyond the 
scope of this study. While we encourage further research examining 
participants actions and testing in other contexts to enhance the validity of 
the results, we suggest an early identification of Intrapersonal capacities 
offers a significant contribution, especially given the urgency of the 
sustainability challenge. 

 

Furthermore, terminology offered another limitation for this study with 
uncertainty around which wording and definitions where most appropriate. 
In developing a set of characteristics to describe an Intrapersonal 
understanding the question of whether they are latent capacities that 
require cultivation or capabilities that exist innately highlight the difficulties 
of defining a metaphysical internal competence. This study has adopted the 
‘capacity’ definition presented by Glasser & Hirsch (2016) due to the belief 
that capacities must first enter awareness and then be practiced becoming a 
capability, and that competencies include both performance and potential 
aspects (Jaakkola et al., 2022; Vare et al., 2022). However, this study remains 
limited in its required use of non-agreed upon definitions and hopes to 
contribute to a developing consensus of Intrapersonal terminology in the 
field. 

 

Finally, the mapping to literature also comes with limitations and 
difficulties. We did not use a systematic literature review, but rather utilized 
their knowledge of the topic and literature based on their experience as 
researchers across these field. While a systematic review would be a valuable 
addition in future studies it was not the intention for this project and the 
disparate nature of the disciplines would make this a difficult task. The 
literature served to support the relevance and validity of the study and we 
acknowledge the potential of omissions in literature. It is thus not presented 
as an exhaustive list but rather as the beginning of a coherent literature map 
that provides a supportive scaffold to the empirical findings. 
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Conclusion 
By identifying eight Intrapersonal capacities described by sustainability 
change agents, we hope to contribute to the ongoing discussion regarding 
sustainability competencies that has been developed by other scholars and 
researchers in the field. The findings, derived from a practitioner perspective 
and supported with literature, identifies eight distinct capacities that 
support change agents in working towards sustainability in a number of 
ways, including by providing them a grounded inner dimension from which 
to act, as well as helping them cope with the challenging task of engaging 
with sustainability. This research suggests that an Intrapersonal 
understanding aligns with a number of other perspectives in the field, and 
offers some additional perspectives beyond an awareness and self-care 
competence. By identifying Intrapersonal capacities that support change 
agent action this study intends to offer a language that allows the deliberate 
and systematic development of capacities beneficial to implementing 
complex sustainability work. We hope that the articulation is useful to ESD 
educators as they seek to develop pedagogies that contribute to the 
development of the Intrapersonal dimension, thus further empowering and 
equipping current and future change agents working in the field of 
sustainability. 
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Leadership – essential components in synergy 
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Abstract 

Purpose: Transformative learning and leadership are key leverage points for 
supporting society’s transition towards sustainability. The aim of this study 
was to identify essential components of transformational learning within an 
international sustainability leadership master’s program in Sweden that has 
been described by many students as life-changing, empowering and 
transformational. 
Research Approach: Alumni spanning 15 cohorts provided answers to a 
survey and the responses were used to map components of transformational 
learning as experienced by the students. 
Findings: The survey confirms the anecdotal assertions that the program is 
transformational. The findings suggest that Community, Place, Pedagogy, 
Concepts & Content, Disorientation, and Hope & Agency are essential 
components, combined with the synergy of those into an Integrated Whole 
that support transformational change according to many respondents. 
Research Implications and Value: This study provides program designers 
and educators with suggested components, and emphasizes their integration 
and synergy, to support transformative learning experiences for 
sustainability leaders. 

 
Keywords: Sustainability; Education for Sustainable Development (ESD); 
Transformative/Transformational Learning; Sustainability Leadership; 
Leadership Education: Strategic Sustainable Development 
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1 Introduction 

Continued degradation of ecosystems and increasing social discord 

demonstrate the need for sustainability transformations (Abson et al., 2017; 

Fischer and Riechers, 2019). Such fundamental reorientation requires a 

change in the thinking and perspectives of individuals and the collective. A 

change that can "... only be brought about by learning; hence sustainable 

development has to be understood as a learning process" (Rieckmann, 2012, 

p. 128). Thus, Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) offers a key 

leverage point to facilitate this shift by promoting mindsets, worldviews, 

capacities and competencies that can help bring forth the systems change 

required for sustainability (Barth and Michelsen, 2013). 

 

1.1 Education to Promote Sustainable Futures 

A number of approaches to develop the above-mentioned qualities have 

emerged in the ESD context (Rieckmann, 2012; Wiek et al., 2011). Pedagogies 

have moved from transmissive ‘knowledge retention’ and ‘acquisition’ 

towards emancipatory education that shift students ‘perspective’ (Papenfuss 

et al., 2019). More recent considerations within the field of ESD are focusing 

on the ‘inner work’ or personal development needed (Ives et al., 2020) as 

evidenced by the inclusion of an ‘intrapersonal competence’ (Konrad et al., 

2020) in the well cited competence framework proposed by Wiek et al. (2011). 

This includes a call for development of internal values and commitments as 

a base for sustainability action (Glasser, 2016) and ESD approaches that 

promote shifting consciousness (Wamsler, 2020). Sustainability leadership 

programs that integrate personal development, such as the one in this study, 

are increasing in number as the demand for the next generation of 

sustainability leaders grows (MacDonald and Shriberg, 2016). However, their 

educational processes and efficacy require further investigation. 
 

1.2 Transformational Learning and Education for Sustainable 

Development 

Transformative (or transformational) Learning (TL) is an approach that 

encourages the development of personal aspects and outcomes. Built upon 

the constructivist theories of Habermas, Kuhn and Freire, TL utilizes the 

notion of pairing a disorientating dilemma that alters ones worldview with a 

cycle of learning and reflection in which a new perspective is created and 

adopted in the individual (Calleja, 2014). By using TL education, 'habits of 

mind' are transformed as the process of experience (Mezirow, 1997), 

reflection and reformation occurs, allowing adults to “acquire [a] more 

developmentally advanced meaning perspective” (Mezirow, 1991, pp. 198– 
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199). This is required in leadership education if it is to overcome models of 

leadership that contribute to the sustainability crisis (Bendell et al., 2017). 

The TL theory suffers from a number of unresolved issues such as: how to 

evaluate the perspective transformation of adults (Hoggan, 2016; Romano, 

2017); and its movement from a distinctly psychocritical approach that 

focused on individual development towards a theory that considers a social 

emancipatory perspective that includes context and social change as a part 

of the transformative experience (Taylor, 2007). Even so, engaging students 

with TL approaches has found consensus in its ability to provoke the 

transformation of current worldviews, paradigms, values and habits that 

perpetuate unsustainability towards ones in alignment with sustainable 

futures (Papenfuss et al., 2019). It does this by encouraging individuals to 

reconsider their assumptions and relationships to others and the world, 

resulting in social action and adoption of new behaviors (Hoggan, 2016). All 

of these are desired outcomes of ESD if it is to serve as a leverage point for 

individual change to affect a wider social system shift towards sustainability. 
 

1.3 Transformational Learning for Sustainability Leadership – 

Understanding the Components that Support Transformation 

There is a fair consensus regarding the importance of TL within the ESD 

field, but the question of ‘how’ and under what conditions TL for 

sustainability occurs remains a vibrant academic discussion. Different 

academics use different terms. For example, Mezirow (1991) calls for the 

establishment of ‘ideal learning conditions’ in which students engage with 

accurate information, are free from coercion and self-deception, can weigh 

evidence, evaluate arguments, be critically reflective and have access to 

alternative perspectives. Rodriquez and Barth (2020) conducted a systematic 

literature review of TL in ESD and unearthed ‘learning conditions’ which 

support transformative learning for sustainability; MacDonald and Shriberg 

(2013) conducted an analysis of sustainability leadership programs and 

identified ‘best practice methods’ for developing sustainability leaders; and 

Burns and Schneider (2019) identify ‘elements’ within programs that support 

the development and impact of sustainability leadership. In this paper the 

word component is used to refer to such conditions, methods, elements, etc., 

and the components identified by the above-mentioned authors as 

supporting TL of sustainability leaders and change agents are summarized 

in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Summary of TL components in ESD for sustainability leaders and change 
agents. 

 

 
 
 
 

 
Description of Components 

 

 

 

 

Building community/social interaction among learners (including peer 

learning, creating trust, cohort based) 
 

Systems thinking/inter-transdisciplinary perspectives 

Experiential learning beyond formal classroom (for example a community 

project, study or work abroad) 
 

Time and space for reflection and dialogue 

Development of practical leadership skills (for example collaboration, 

communication, facilitation) 
 

Leadership from an understanding of sustainability which includes holistic 

personal development 

Moving beyond sustainability to restoration, regeneration 

Readiness and openness to change of the learner 

Power relations (have experienced participatory processes that didn’t work) 

 

 
This study examined an international sustainability leadership master’s 

program in Sweden that over 16 years has been described by students as life- 

changing, empowering, and transformational. The program employs many 

of the components in Table 1 and some more. The aim of the study was to 

see whether this anecdotal evidence could be more solidly supported, to 

identify which components in the learning environment contribute 

significantly to the transformational experience, and to develop a model that 

maps and describes how these components are influential to the 

transformational experience of the studied program. The intention of doing 

so is to provide a case study contribution to the study of transformational 

learning environments within the context of sustainability. 
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2 The Case Study 

The case study is the Master’s in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability 

(MSLS) which is a 10-month, cohort based educational program linking 

sustainability science with leadership development. Each year since 2004, 

40-60 self-identified sustainability leaders from across the globe and from 

many educational, professional and cultural backgrounds have joined the 

program in Sweden. It is one of the oldest sustainability leadership master’s 

programs and it has been widely endorsed by, e.g., students, scholars and 

employers. For example, Trencher et al. (2018) identified it as one of 14 best 

practice programs worthy of study globally. 

 
As Waldron and Leung (2009), the two first program managers, write; “our 

goal is to provide a learning experience that helps promote and develop a 

global network of leaders, or ‘change agents’ for sustainability. We want our 

graduates capable of a whole systems perspective, a scientifically relevant 

world view, and a structured, strategic approach to decision making when it 

comes to sustainable development. In addition, we want them to act as 

leaders which means being able to engage others in collective change efforts 

– to tap into the collective creativity and innovation that will be necessary 

for the changes ahead (p. 309)”. The foundation for these two major themes 

is today provided by two major courses named Strategic Sustainable 

Development (SSD) and Leading in Complexity (LiC). The themes are 

integrated with each other, and also permeate the other courses in the 

program. Examples of concepts and content within the SSD course are: 

scientific foundations for ecological and social sustainability such as systems 

thinking, scientific laws, biogeochemical cycles, resilience and theories on 

human needs, trust and complex adaptive systems; and the Framework for 

Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD). The latter uses a systems 

perspective to approach the sustainability challenge and related 

opportunities in a strategic way that includes ‘back-casting’ and a 

participatory process called the ‘ABCD’ (see, e.g. Broman and Robèrt, 2017). 

Examples of concepts and content of the LiC course are: theories of 

organizational and systems change such as ‘Leverage Points’ and ‘Theory U’; 

facilitation and hosting concepts and methodologies such as ‘Art of Hosting’ 

and ‘Social Labs’; and personal leadership concepts and development (see, 

e.g. Ayers et al., 2020). Both courses are grounded in an understanding that 

we are working in complexity which requires a systems thinking approach. 

In the early years the course structure was different but the intent and 

essence were the same. 
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e.g. Waldron and Leung 2009), meaning that content is revisited at 

successively increasing depth but without losing the relation and anchoring 

to the structured overview. The pedagogy has always also been characterized 

by co-learning, meaning that students and staff learn together and from each 

other, inside and outside of the classroom. 

 
For more details on the program, please see papers by Waldron and Leung 

(2009), Missimer and Connell (2012) and the program website 

(www.msls.se). 

 

2.1 Research Question 

This research aims to understand the components of the MSLS learning 

environment that contribute to TL. The research questions guiding this work 

is thus: 

 
What supports the transformational learning for sustainability 

leadership in 

the MSLS program? 
 
 

 

3 Methods 

An explanatory case study using surveys with qualitative open questions was 

employed to alumni of the program. Explanatory case studies are used when 

causal relationships are sought from data (Corcoran et al., 2004) and in this 

instance the response to the question of whether or not the experience was 

transformative was used in combination with the qualitative responses 

provided to the additional questions. This provided the basis of the thematic 

analysis for the transformational components. 

 

3.1 Participant Invitation and Survey Design 

The program has a strongly connected alumni network, which regularly 

interacts through a social media group, a listserv and email, which were used 

to communicate the survey. The researchers created a two-minute video 

explaining the purpose of the research and sent written invitations. The survey 

was open from October 21 to November 18 2019. Of about 700 alumni, 215 

responded. Of these, 45 did not complete all the relevant questions; 170 

responded to the majority of questions. Respondents could choose whether to 
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remain anonymous or share their name with the researchers. The primary 

open-ended questions used for this data analysis included: 

 

• Was MSLS a transformational experience for you (realized either during 

or after the program)? 

• If yes, what about your MSLS experience supported this transformation? 

 
3.2 Coding Mechanism and Structures 

The results were imported into Atlas.ti and surveys were read through by 

respondent. The study utilized a thematic analysis of the 215 responses (with 

170-180 for each question as some were not answered). The initial coding 

structure was created by two researchers inductively from a sample of 50 

responses (Savin-Baden et al, 2015). A third researcher then utilized this 

initial structure to analyze the full data set. Modifications and further 

iterations to the original structure were discussed within the group. This set- 

up was intentionally chosen to minimize bias. Alumni were also asked 

general questions about the content (e.g. “What content pieces were least 

useful for you in your work post MSLS?”) and the pedagogy (e.g. “The part 

of my MSLS experience that was most important for my learning and 

development was…?”). If the respondent answered that the experience had 

been transformational, their answers from these general categories were 

included for further coding and analysis. 

 
3.3 Limitation of the Research 

There are several possible limitations of the research. These include 

potential bias as all authors are alumni and/or core staff of the program. The 

analysis and presentation of results may be influenced by the researchers´ 

own experiences and pre-understandings. In addition, some of the responses 

were extensive and some were brief - a few words - so judgement and 

inference were used in the sense making of the data based on the 

respondent’s overall answers. The survey participants may also reflect a 

certain bias, as people with a strongly positive or strongly negative 

experience may have been more likely to respond. Also, as a small 

interconnected community, respondents may not feel like negative answers 

were truly anonymous. Thus, they may not be a complete representation of 

the student experience. In order to address these possible biases, the survey 

asked questions about both the positive and negative aspects of the learning 

environment and asked respondents to provide critique of what did not work 

for them. The large number of responses from alumni allows for repetition 

and saturation of certain themes which emerged as key findings to help 
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findings. 

 
Similar TL research has suffered from a number of limitations. Taylor et al’s 

(2007) argument that TL research is reliant on methodology in which 

participants are interviewed retrospectively using thematic inductive 

analysis remains valid and requires acknowledgement as a similar method 

was used in this study. However, as the MSLS program has been widely 

‘known’ as a transformational program without a determined empirical 

evaluation of that phenomena, this study aims to address that question and 

to outline the unique contributing components through empirical evidence 

provided by program participants. We believe that this provides justification 

for the research and a contribution to the field as mapping processes and 

efficacy of TL programs for sustainability leadership is an important piece as 

ESD tries to scale up its response to increasing global challenges. 

 
 

 

4 Findings 

Of the 174 respondents who answered the question of whether or not the 
program was transformational for them, 91 % stated that, yes, they 
experienced MSLS as transformational. Some quotes that support this 
finding include: 

 

‘’It changed me permanently. Like the red-pill from the Matrix; can't go 
back.” 

 

“I learned so much more about myself, who I am and want to be in the 
world, what my personal connection is to the work that I'm doing. I can 
see and feel that I'm a different person than the one I was before coming 
to MSLS” 

 
Section 4.1. gives an overview of the key components and a mapping; section 

4.2. goes into detail on the key components, while section 5 presents the 

synergy of findings and main discussion. 
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4.1 Key components 

The components and their subcomponents are defined and summarized in 

Tables 2 and Table 3 together with the number of respondents who 

identified them as important for their transformation. 

 

Table 2: Key components with sub-components. 
 

Community (107): 

This includes the student cohort and staff and the qualities of the relationships. 

Diversity 59 “The multicultural nature of the cohort was a priceless 
experience.” 

“Exposure to important threshold concepts, such as complexity 
and systems thinking, and to such a vast number of world views 
and cultural traditions held by my peers.” 

Staff 43 “Also the way we were facilitated by the program staff, a lot of 
personal attention and coaching contributed to the success” 

Trust/safe space 24 “MSLS puts a lot of effort towards building a strong and 
trusting space in which relationships can develop. I think this is 
very important and well done.” 

Shared Values 16 “I think a lot of us working with sustainability will argue that it 
can be a lonely task, and the opportunity to meet with others 
from all over the globe on similar journeys is refreshing.” 

Place (62): 

The physical environment in which the education occurs, such as the 
geographical location and natural environment that it is situated in. 

Natural Environment 26 “I came home in myself and connected deeply to nature and all 
around us. It allows me to declutter the chaos of the world 
around me and become resilient.” 

Sweden 13 “The ability to live in Sweden was hugely impactful. I learned so 
much just being in another country, seeing how things and 
thoughts are different from my some in my own country.” 

Karlskrona, and/or small 
town 31 

“I also think MSLS’s setting in Karlskrona contributed to the 
transformation, as a setting removed from the distractions of a 
city!” 

“Being in a remote place, with passionate people.” 

Space 7 “The chance of pushing myself, of practising deep learning and 
listening, being present. Gave me a space to increase awareness 
and also made my path a little clearer.” 
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Pedagogy (86): 
The teaching approaches used within the program in order to ensure learning 
outcomes are met. 

 

Group Projects 45 “I think the intensive group work (including feedback 
sessions) plays an important role… You are confronted with 
yourself and your behaviour in multiple ways” 

Reflective Learning 29 “I started thinking that I was in need of tools and concepts 

for sustainability. In retrospect, the reflections and POD- 
sessions in LiC brought me the most in my professional and 
personal life. I feel I’ve grown as a person and feel more 
confident in my work.” 

Peer Learning 27 “It gave me the chance to learn from other’s experiences, 
successes, and mistakes. For me collaboration, and exchange 
of ideas, is one of the best learning tools there are” 

Self-directed Learning 19 “All the structures encouraged self-sufficiency to some 

extent and that has served me well in my work now.” 

Concepts & Content (134): 

These include theoretical and practical concepts and content studied by the 
students. Within this program they are situated in sustainability science, 
leadership and social change fields. 

Systems Thinking 47 “Systems thinking because It showed a different way to see 

both the exterior world and the interior world.” 

“And Systems thinking – now I think of my life in feedback 
loops.” 

Strategic Sustainable Development Course (SSD) 

The FSSD 89 

e.g., Backcasting 25; 

ABCD 25 

“Awareness of silo thinking and how to use the framework 
to help discuss complex issues.” 

“FSSD helps me to have a practical approach to big 
problems/any challenge at work.” 

“Backcasting for life!” 

“ABCD – every damn day :-)” 

Leading in Complexity Course (LiC) 

Leadership Concepts and 
Development 77 

 

 

 
Theories of systems change 33 
e.g, Theory U (18) Leverage 
Points (8) 

 
Facilitation/Hosting 68 

e.g., Art of Hosting (33) 

“The leadership skills were the most transformational aspect 
for me. There were many ‘soft skills’ that I had not had the 
opportunity to nurture or grow prior to MSLS and learned 
to embrace my short comings in certain areas and improve 
them rather than resent them.” 

“Societal change methodologies” 

“Systems thinking taught me about leverage points” 

“Deep listening” 

“Facilitation of these sorts of conversations between 
stakeholders in a complex system is very useful” 

“Art of Hosting and participatory facilitation methods.” 
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The importance of integration and synergy, here named the ‘Integrated 
Whole’ was a major finding in the data. This ‘Integrated Whole’ along with 
two further components, Hope & Agency, and Disorientation, which 
permeate the program, were also seen to influence. Table 3 illustrates the 
number of respondents who mentioned these further components. 

 
 

Table 3: Further components essential to transformation. 
 

Additional Component   Direct Quote 

 
 

Integrated Whole (83) The 
way the components 
integrate and interact 
together. The program in 
its entirety including 
formal and informal 
elements of interaction. 

“Participating in a program that has been designed as a whole to help 
becoming an inspirational person capable of taking leadership.” 

 
“I can’t isolate just one thing that was most important unless I can 
call it a synergy of things. What made the program so special was a 
mix of people, place, constraints, freedom, and an overall sense of 
respect and care” 

 

“Because it made sense as a whole” 

 
 

Hope and Agency (43) The 
cultivation of purpose, 
proactivity and meaning 
behind actions towards 
sustainability. 

“It has been a source of inspiration for me, during and after the 
program. Finding my tribe, becoming more self aware, knowing that 
incredible people are out there trying to save the world” 

 
“For me personally it opened a world of possiblities of how I can have 
a positive impact in the world. It also gave me the tools and practical 
experience to turn these possibilities into reality.” 

 
 

Disorientation (30) An 
event that causes 
consideration of current 
perspectives / worldview 
and causes integration of 
new knowledge to create 
new perspectives. 

“Because I was constantly challenging my assumptions and learned 
to never take anything for granted.” 

 

“Turns a lot of thinking upside down. Questions a lot.” 

 
“A time when I signed up for one of the biggest “shaking up” 
moments of my life, which brought vulnerability and also trust. A 
unique life experience which I’m deeply grateful for.” 

 
 

 

Findings presented in Tables 2 and Table 3 are visualized in Figure 1. It 

displays each component, and subcomponent with the number of 

respondents who identified them as integral to their transformation. 

Individually and seen as categories, these components may not appear new 

or unique offerings as many have been discussed before in sustainability 

education literature (e.g., Pisters et al., 2019; Rodríguez and Barth, 2020; 

Taylor, 2007). The contribution of these findings is seen in the description 

of the particular and unique way these components frame the learning 
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mapped and placed in relation to the others visualizing the significant 

finding that it is the components operating in synergy that provides the 

transformative effect. This synergy is discussed in Section 5 below. 

 

 
Figure 1: Mapping the transformational learning experience of MSLS. 

 

 
4.2 Results and Discussion of Components 

In this section the components of Community, Place, Pedagogy and 

Concepts & Content; and their sub-components are discussed as well as the 

components of Disorientation and Hope & Agency. The synergistic 

component of Integrated Whole is further discussed in Section 5. 

 

4.2.1 The Experience of Community 

 
“The community: the way we interacted with each other, learned from 

each other, supported each other, challenged each other, growing 

together, going through a personal and individual transformation 

process and yet feeling connected to the community. Having a sense of 

home, of ‘this is my community’” 
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The community appears to be an essential component of the MSLS TL 

experience. One respondent summarized it as “Being able to learn how to 

connect with humans on a whole other level I didn’t know was possible”. The 

diversity of MSLS, as seen in difference in academic backgrounds, 

nationalities, religions, gender, age, and personality, was identified as 

important. This is a deliberate design of the program as engaging with 

diversity allows for entrenched perspectives to be challenged and overcome, 

using pedagogies of group work, reflection and dialogue (Rodríguez and 

Barth, 2020). Respect, trust and openness were also identified by participants 

as vital aspects, and the promotion of a supportive community, consciously 

facilitated by staff, was identified by many students as significant. 

 
Shared values of the community, related to sustainability, offer a core 

ingredient of the community’s relationship. This offers a ‘home for identities’ 

that promotes learning as well as connection (Wenger, 1998). The program 

role as a place for renewal and connection with likeminded individuals is 

also influenced by the context of the program’s larger community, which 

includes alumni and peripheral organisations, e.g., The Art of Hosting 

Community and the Youth Initiative Program (YIP). Art of Hosting 

approaches inform part of the pedagogy, content and experience of the 

program, and was mentioned as being a key piece to the transformative 

learning experience. Community building and social interaction is 

highlighted as integral to TL for sustainability by numerous other studies too 

(Rodríguez and Barth, 2020). This intensive community experience is not 

beneficial for everyone however, and the shadow side of this will be 

discussed further in discussion section 5.2. 
 

4.2.2 Place 

 
“Place has a big importance. Karlskrona is a safe harbour for this 

transformation” 

The program is situated in Karlskrona, (approximately 65,000 inhabitants), 

in southern Sweden. The distinct character and beauty of the natural 

environment was identified as significant, both as a reminder of what we are 

trying to preserve and because this environment is often experienced as 

calming and grounding: “Being in nature contributes to both the connection 

to what we are studying and the personal journey.” Another aspect was the 

small town remoteness and spaciousness, “…A setting removed from the 

distractions of a city!”. The inability to distract oneself or escape when the 

process of transformation or conflict with others gets uncomfortable, is a key 

to the transformation as students fully participate in the program and try out 
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explore transformational leadership development”, away from old patterns 

and structures was mentioned as key. 

 
Place has been supported by other studies as a component of transformative 

learning for sustainability (Pisters et al., 2019). For a high percentage of 

international students, the notion of travel ‘to’ a place is seen as ‘the outward 

expression’ of, and crucially, a catalyst for, such an inner (psychological or 

spiritual) journey (Morgan, 2010). The move of most students into a place of 

difference, with a significant climatic and cultural shift, is a symbolic, yet 

tangible representation of the disorienting dilemma required for 

transformation: “Simply dislocating me from place was a lot, but then 

combining that with the cohort and the learning and I came out a very different 

person with far greater capacity for understanding and compassion for others” 

and, “I could change the environment and open up for a whole new world, 

which is very hard if you physically stay at the same place." In addition, to 

some, Sweden is a role model – a “Social idealistic bubble” - when it comes to 

sustainable development and the ability to experience it first-hand gives 

them inspiration to take back home. A particular challenge of the intensively 

place based nature of the MSLS program is the accessibility and equality of 

access to the experience and learning as not many people are able to spend 

a year studying in another country or place. 
 

4.2.3 Pedagogy 

 
“The main aspect I would say is the atmosphere created, the 

pedagogical aspects selected and put into place. I feel the programme 

is quite literally walking-the-talk, and there's no better way of learning 

something than by doing and experiencing it. So the pedagogical 

decisions, and their application.” 

Using group projects utilises the diversity of the community (different 

mental models, different ways of working) and is supported in many studies 

of TL in ESD and sustainability leadership development (Burns and 

Schneider, 2019). It is in this collaboration and navigation of group processes 

that significant learning happens: “The hell of a lot of teamwork, effectively 

debriefed, in a safe-enough container where frustration happens but it's okay”. 

Through “…discussions, conflict resolution, trading and developing ideas” 

individual awareness is raised and supports transformation through 

immediate feedback from respected peers. The importance of critical 

reflection and dialogue to support TL is supported by other studies (e.g. 

Rodríguez and Barth, 2020) and is scaffolded in the LiC course in the 
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program, which guides reflective practices with distinct pedagogical tools 

(see, e.g. Ayers et al., 2020). 

 
Peer learning means engagement and collaboration with peers, formalised 

by a deliberate focus on feedback and dialogue. This applies both to program 

content where students are asked to teach each other new content and share 

prior knowledge regarding sustainability and to recreational or cultural 

activities. The supportive learning environment that results from this 

enables the learning of new things and a supportive culture has been 

included in several studies on TL for sustainability leadership (Shriberg and 

Macdonald, 2013). 

 
A final pedagogy deemed significant was self-directed learning, a method 

that supports the personal development focus (Grow, 1991) of MSLS. The 

ability for students to determine personal learning in many aspects 

empowers them with agency and skillsets to become self-authored learners. 

For some, this is an entrance into to life-long learning and self-development. 

Many of these pedagogies are often used and referred to in ESD literature 

but it is these pedagogies that are consciously used to create a combination 

with the other components that create this unique transformative 

experience. 

 

4.2.4 Concepts & Content 

 
“The FSSD, or systems thinking, or Theory U where thresholds that 

changed my worldview and mindset of how the world works and what 

is my role in it.” 

 

Within Concepts & Content, three subcomponents emerged: Strategic 

Sustainable Development (SSD), Leading in Complexity (LiC), and Systems 

Thinking. Systems thinking is a foundation of both the SSD and LiC courses. 

In addition, respondents singled out a number of specific concepts in each 

course (see Table 2). Systems thinking was highlighted as integral to the 

transformative experience due to its power as a threshold concept that 

creates an expansive and previously unseen viewpoint of the world (Meyer 

and Land, 2006) causing a shift in student consciousness that alters their way 

of being (Hoggan, 2016). 

 
As described in section 2, a core MSLS conceptual framework is the 

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD). Significantly, 89 

students  described  the  FSSD  as  an  essential  component  of  their 
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which the epistemological shift of the student can be seen. Its use of systems 

thinking, a scientific based understanding of sustainability, and a 

participatory procedure that promotes co-creation of visions and action 

plans, strategically capturing the benefit of proactivity for sustainability 

(Broman and Robèrt, 2017). It provides a perspective which many students 

adopt and the presence of these worldview shifts is argued as a prerequisite 

(and evidence) of transformational change (Taylor, 2007). It is worth noting 

that in critique of the program, 12 people identified the use of “only the FSSD” 

as not contributing to their learning as captured in the quote: “I guess for me 

the strict connection to the FSSD felt restricting and my learning would have 

probably been bigger with less focus on that specific framework.” 

 
Content used within the LiC course includes theories of change and 

participatory approaches as well as engaging within personal leadership and 

self-development and uses pedagogical tools such as written self-reflection 

and generative dialogue in groups. One respondent noted: “… the LiC content 

was mostly new for me. So this is where I moved outside my comfort zone and 

broadened my horizon. I think the LiC part is (one of the things) what makes 

MSLS truly unique … It lifts the MSLS experience to something that is greater 

than "just" a master's degree; to something that allows you to get to know 

yourself better and has the ability to trigger deep changes”. This education is 

resource intensive and the challenges of this are discussed in Ayes et al. 

(2020). 

 
Critical self-reflection is central to the process of perspective transformation 

and these results suggest that MSLS’s combination of engaging in new 

perspectives through systems thinking and participation in a diverse 

community support this change. When combined with the comprehensive 

and critical re-evaluation of oneself provided by the LiC course, this results 

in fertile conditions in which personal transformation occurs as critical 

reflection of relationships, purpose, and life mission (Taylor, 2007) are 

examined and understood. 
 

4.2.5 Disorientation 

 

“My worldview was very narrow. Simply dislocating me from place was 

a lot, but then combining that with the cohort and the learning and I 

came out a very different person with far greater capacity for 

understanding and compassion for others.” 
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A key component of transformational learning is the disorienting dilemma 

where paradigms and worldviews are challenged and recreated (Mezirow, 

1997). To some degree, disorientation is designed into MSLS, both through 

content related to the reality of the sustainability challenge, the diversity of 

people in the program, the group work and through the intense and time- 

pressured learning process. In addition, the focus on personal development 

leads to disorientation as a result of introspection, that previously had not 

time or space to emerge, as evidenced in this quote: “There is a before and 

after MSLS, it was truly transformational and bang on time on my personal 

and professional journey.” 

 
 

4.2.6 Hope & Agency 

 
“I also got a feeling that it is possible to actually change.” 

 

A theme that emerged and weaves itself through the program is hope and 

agency through the development of inspiration and purpose which leads to 

individual empowerment. The complexity and magnitude of the 

sustainability challenge can provoke challenging personal and professional 

considerations. For many people the program provides a beacon of hope as 

it promotes agency and empowerment through narratives of proactivity and 

success. This sentiment is expressed by many as: “MSLS amplified my view of 

the world in the sense that now I basically cannot be in the world without 

seeing the many possibilities of influencing towards a more sustainable 

trajectory”. The FSSD provides a proactive approach to sustainability and 

integrating this with the leadership development and participatory 

processes provides content, concepts, and practised skills for sustainability 

change agents. This results in MSLS being an “incredibly enriching, eye- 

opening and empowering” experience for many. Hope, beautiful nature, 

community, and purpose are powerful in overcoming the challenges of the 

vocation, while the experience of finding your 'tribe’ can be a relief and a 

celebration for many. In the end, hope becomes a core element of 

transformation and part of the program legacy. Since many students already 

come with a ‘sustainability worldview’, it is not just this that is transformed, 

but the feeling of agency and empowerment that we, together, can create the 

needed change. 
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5 Discussion 

Below we discuss one particularly essential outcome from our research – the 

importance of the integrated whole – as well as challenges, critiques and 

remaining considerations regarding the TL experience of MSLS. 

 

5.1 The Integrated Whole– Synergy, Context and Living in 

Community 

A main outcome of this research is that it is the ‘whole package’ working 

together that enables transformation. Previous studies identify various 

conditions or components to support the design of programs (Rodríguez and 

Barth, 2020) or highlight the synergy or integration of learning conditions 

such as the integration of pedagogy design and intent of the facilitator 

(Sterling et al., 2018). The findings of this study support the need for 

educators to focus attention on the integration of components of programs 

beyond specific content and pedagogies. This includes synergizing 

components such as Community, Place and Hope & Agency. In the 

participants´ words: “I can’t isolate just one thing that was most important 

unless I can call it a synergy of things. What made the program so special was 

a mix of people, place, constraints, freedom, and an overall sense of respect 

and care” and, “…has been designed as a whole to help becoming an 

inspirational person capable of taking leadership.” 

 
The design of the whole program can be described as a living system that 

relies on the components as living parts of it, nourishing and interacting with 

each other. From the ‘place’ which provides an arena for students connecting 

them to the natural environment, a key theme of their learning, to the 

promotion of individual growth and personal relationships, small town 

living and the Swedish winter; all creating the possibility of transformation. 

Supported by the quality of a unique and intentional community these 

connections cultivate a fertile ground in which transformation occurs. 

Bolstering this, the distinct and deliberate use of pedagogy and content, 

hosted by skilled staff, takes advantage of the scene set by the components 

of Place and Community. The gentle provocation of Disorientation is done 

with structures and scaffolds of support provided formally (by the staff) and 

informally (by the students) in order to determine a ‘safe’ change and is 

combined with a proactive approach to sustainability which provides 

inspiration and hope. It is these unique components working together that 

most prominently seems to make the MSLS experience transformational. 



159 

Paper C 
 

 

The legacy of hand-me-down students’ homes passed between cohorts, the 

physical presence of students in a place and the physicality of the learning 

environment all play a part. The living system also extends beyond the 

immediate MSLS cohort. Most program staff are alumni, meaning they have 

a shared experience with students, and many students come through alumni 

recommendations. The handing down of narratives before students arrive is 

influential as these stories draw them to the program and define 

expectations before they arrive and create their own experience. 

 
 

5.2 Challenges of the Master’s in Strategic Leadership toward 

Sustainability Experience 

The MSLS environment is not supportive for everyone’s transformational 

learning. A number of critiques were offered. For some it was particular 

components and for others it may be the program as a whole that was not 

seen as supportive. The intensity of the program surfaced in the critiques, as 

13 people spoke of the intensity and time pressure limiting their capacity to 

integrate the learnings: “I couldn’t assimilate all the high-quality knowledge 

and lectures because the time pressure and intensity. All energy had to focus 

in surviving.” And: “For me, the pace of the program was the most challenging. 

In the end I didn’t have the energy left to really invest in the work and get the 

most of it.” The relationship between the intensity, time pressure and 

potential transformative nature of this is captured in the following quote: 

“Most of the learning process work for me. The challenge was the speed of 

things, but I think that it was part of the process.” The intensity of the 

program is an outcome of the content and learning process, but also the 

community aspect with the small cohort, tight boundary and small town 

where everyone does most assignments in groups and many of the students 

live together “Doing everything in a group setting. I tend to be somewhat 

introverted and didn’t always come across as I would have like(d) in groups”. 

The same conditions that create beneficial grounds to change for some can 

create challenges for others. Certain intensity remains integral by design as 

pressure creates challenges and thus opportunity for transformation. Some 

of the intensity is due to (over)ambition of the staff and the students; for 

one, because the sustainability challenge is huge and both staff and students 

have a burning urge to address it. There are many opportunities in the MSLS 

space for both staff and students to squeeze in too much. In addition, there 

can be a mismatch of expectation and actual requirement as well as differing 

priorities. This means it is a constant balancing act of enough pressure for 

transformation, but not too much. 
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5.3 Readiness for Change 

Many who come to MSLS have a ‘desire to change’ both the world and 

themselves. This is an important consideration of TL – it can and should only 

happen voluntarily (Illeris, 2014), but the individual change requires a fertile 

context to begin (Rodríguez and Barth, 2020). Simply put, the student needs 

to be ‘open’ to change when beginning their learning journey. Within the 

MSLS community, this ‘readiness’ seems to be one of the reasons for students 

to attend the program. Since the program is advertised as transformational, 

the staff assumes that students begin with a recognition of the process as a 

‘potentially transformational one’ and select their attendance based on this. 

Statements such as “That’s why we came, to evolve and grow, at its best, that’s 

what MSLS does” highlight the expectation of students and the overall 

narrative of the program. 

 
5.4 Transitioning Back to the ‘Real World’ post Master’s in Strategic 

Leadership toward Sustainability 

A shadow side of this integrated community and place-based learning 

experience is that for many, leaving the ‘MSLS bubble’ can be quite a 

challenging experience. It can be challenging emotionally after having 

experienced a transformation, a different way of being, and then maintaining 

that when going “back to reality”. The transition post MSLS can in fact be 

extremely difficult as captured in these particular quotes: “I miss a more close 

relationship after the masters. As it talks about the bizarre state of the world 

and it is very hard for anyone to take. I felt really depressed coming out of the 

bubble and into the real world. I felt like breaking lots of times” and simply 

“…the years after the master were not easy”. In addition, 12 people identified 

the challenge of transferability of the knowledge, concepts or ability: “How 

to describe this education and new skillset on a CV or resume because when 

we go into the real world people are not familiar with these terms”. This 

challenge in connecting sustainability graduates to jobs occurs as 

sustainability graduates are being equipped for jobs that world does not 

know it needs (Thomas et al., 2020; Wiek et al., 2011). The problem is larger 

than any one individual, program or institution. ESD is often presented as a 

win-win proposal, yet the reality of power struggles at implementing 

sustainability in real world contexts is often not addressed in the classroom 

(Boström et al., 2018). Sustainability graduates are often required to create 

and design the jobs they believe have impact whilst living within the system. 

For an example, see Bryant and Thomson (2020). The difficulties of these 

post transformational experiences highlight an ongoing challenge faced by 

the program in the form of a post transformation ‘crash’. This is also found 
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in another recent study of a sustainability leadership program by Burns and 

Schneider (2019) and begs the question whether the transformations last and 

how to support graduated in their new ’states of being’. 

 

5.5 Limitations and Future Research 

This study is focused on one specific program and the components that 

students who have taken that program identified as part of their 

transformational learning experience. Many of the components are present 

in other programs but mapping the unique details and the synergistic way 

the components work together in the MSLS program are the key 

contributions of this paper. The generalizability to other programs cannot 

be claimed beyond programs of similar design, yet the authors hope that the 

details provided give educators and sustainability leadership program 

designers a guide as to how effective transformational learning 

environments for sustainability can be constructed. A further question is 

how the application of any of these findings related to other sustainability 

leadership programs and courses, academic and non-academic, in person 

and in online environments. Which components that we have presented 

here are key to TL experiences also in other places and in what ways? What 

other components might be there? And what other synergies are out there 

to create such transformational learning experiences for sustainability? 

 

Further questions and future research regarding the ‘outcomes’ of the 

transformation for the participants of the program, and the lasting impacts 

and effects their education has as they move back into their other 

professional and community contexts remains relevant. This question of 

outcomes, of ‘what transforms’, for the students is the subject of a further 

paper by these authors. Furthermore, an examination of the resources 

requirements of transformative learning environments would arguably also 

be valuable for learning designers within the ESD field. 

 
 

6 Conclusions 

The Master’s in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability (MSLS) has been 
running for 16 years with the aim to create empowered leaders who can 
facilitate change towards sustainability. The program has been described 
anecdotally as transformational for years and the findings in this study 
support these assertions. In this paper we describe the particular way that 
Community, Place, Pedagogy, Concepts & Content, Disorientation and Hope 
& Agency interact as essential components for transformational learning for 
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sustainability leadership within the MSLS program. Most prominently we 
specify that it is the intentional use and the synergy of those components 
into an Integrated Whole based on their relationship that support 
transformational change. Whilst many programs use some of these 
components intentionally in their design, we suggest that they are not 
always consciously used to frame an integrated program design, and the 
contribution of this paper helps illuminate the need for them to become 
conscious and integrated components within program design. This provides 
a frame for sustainability leadership program designers and educators in 
higher education to support the design of transformative learning 
experiences for sustainability leadership. Ultimately, we hope this study 
contributes to the larger transformational learning for sustainability 
conversation and that our findings could be used to scale up impact and 
delivery of transformational learning for sustainability to help meet our 
global challenge. 
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Abstract 

This study aims to examine the use of reflective pedagogies in sustainability 
leadership education by investigating two specific pedagogical tools—the 
Portfolio and Pod—employed by the Master’s in Strategic Leadership 
towards Sustainability (MSLS) program at Blekinge Institute of Technology 
in Karlskrona, Sweden. The study analyzed data gathered from student 
surveys, teacher interviews, and staff reflections to determine the benefits 
and challenges faced by students and staff in implementing and engaging 
with these pedagogical tools. Benefits include the provision of distinct 
structures to guide student reflection towards individual skill development 
and the use of collective reflection to encourage generative dialogue between 
students and staff. This holds benefits for collaboration, self-awareness, 
understanding of multiple perspectives, and creating self-directed 
graduates. Staff and students also, however, suggest a number of challenges. 
These include the ‘constrictive’ nature of guided reflection and the 
emotional and mental load faced by staff in hosting and holding students 
through often challenging personal reflective processes. For the potential of 
reflective pedagogies to be truly realized for Education for Sustainable 
Development in higher education institutions need to develop an 
understanding of the impacts that reflective pedagogies have on students 
and teachers and create institutional structures to support them. 

Keywords: sustainability; pedagogy; reflective learning; higher education; 
leadership 
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1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Towards Transformational Education Approaches 

As the consequences of our unsustainable lifestyle become apparent, active 
professionals who want to change human systems, break conventions, start 
new initiatives, and take responsibility for solving our problems are 
increasing (Heiskanen et al., 2016). If higher education is to play a significant 
role in developing graduates as sustainability leaders, then educational 
programs guided by values of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 
and driven by a focus to develop sustainability knowledge and skills are 
required (Heiskanen et al., 2016). In addition, these programs need to 
educate both about sustainability and prepare students to implement and 
lead solutions for sustainability (Papenfuss et al., 2019). This means focusing 
not only on ‘what’ is learnt, but also ‘how’, considering which pedagogies are 
most suitable for sustainability outcomes (Barth, 2015; Lozano, 2006; Wiek 
et al., 2013). 

 
Research indicates methods of learning that are based purely on traditional 
instrumental approaches that treat students as passive recipients of 
information require transformation. Instead, the adoption of pedagogical 
approaches that encourage learners to critically consider and reflect on 
traditional worldviews, practices, and behaviors is needed (Ives et al., 2020; 
Missimer and Connell, 2012). This requires engaging students in a praxis of 
dialogue and action that help them deconstruct themselves and the world 
they live in (Wamsler, 2020), transgressing boundaries and creating 
pathways to participation and shared meaning making (Heiskanen et al., 
2016) towards global futures. Creating environments for this kind of learning 
implies designing spaces in which students and educators are encouraged to 
be present as human beings and join in holistic learning experiences 
(Bodinet, 2016; Wamsler, 2020) with co-owned objectives, shared meanings, 
and a joint, self-determined plan of action (Bodinet, 2016) between teacher 
and learner. 

 
1.2 Reflective Learning As A Key Approach 

A key pedagogical strategy for transformational learning is the utilization of 
reflection. The practice of reflective learning is widely accepted in 
educational circles as a mean to cultivate deep and lifelong learning, as well 
as professional practices (Howlett et al., 2016; Ryan and Ryan, 2012; Sipos et 
al., 2008; Tillmanns, 2019). Furthermore, outcomes such as critical thinking, 
self-determination, and development of reflective capacities mean reflection 
is considered an important element of both learning processes and 
pedagogical  design.  Yet,  the  adoption  of  active  reflective-  and 
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contemplative-specific pedagogy in the classroom remains emerging and 
experimental (Eaton et al., 2016; Ives et al., 2020). Described as the process 
of internally examining an issue, triggered by an experience which creates 
and clarifies meaning in terms of self and that results in a changed 
conceptual experience (Wamsler, 2020; Wamsler and Brink, 2018), reflection 
offers a pathway to transformational approaches through its ability to shift 
participant perspective. Practices such as journaling, discussion, art, 
meditation, or dialogue with a mentor or group are common reflective 
practices (Burns et al., 2015) and use tools such as written portfolios, 
incidental, and anecdotal professional reflection to encourage learning. 
These help promote important learning outcomes by increasing 
relationships between theory and practice, developing coping skills for 
practical situations, and providing better understanding of new 
information(Fernsten and Fernsten, 2005; Fullana et al., 2016; Guthrie and 
McCracken, 2010). 

 
1.3 The Importance of Reflective Learning for Sustainability 

Leadership Education 

The importance of improving reflective capacity in sustainability leaders 
emanates from the belief that reflection imparts a number of useful 
capacities to sustainability leadership (Ralph, 2015). These include skills of 
self-awareness and critical thought that are crucial to sustainability 
leadership development (Guthrie and McCracken, 2010). Reflective practices 
are seen as a means to foster awareness, empathy, collaboration, deep 
listening, engagement with diverse perspectives, and improved and creative 
responses towards sustainability (Eaton et al., 2016). Through reflection, 
individuals can learn to consider and then change habits and expectations, 
enhancing their decision-making capacity as they develop accurate 
perceptions, avoid premature cognitive commitments, utilize greater 
flexibility and creativity, and extract learning from practical experience 
(Guthrie and McCracken, 2010; Sipos et al., 2008). These are qualities that 
make graduates capable of engaging in the ongoing debate, discussion, and 
deliberation regarding sustainability transformations (Bendell et al., 2017) 
and also promote needed qualities of disruption, resistance, and desire for 
tangible social change (Papenfuss et al., 2019). Developing personal 
awareness in ones relationship with sustainability challenges and being able 
to critically consider how to respond to complex challenges is often seen as 
a prerequisite for sustainability leadership, especially when sustainability 
students do not often graduate into ideal sustainability jobs in supportive 
organizations or institutions, but rather must design and lead the work 
towards sustainability transitions (Bendell et al., 2017; Thomas et al., 2020; 
Wiek et al., 2011). 
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Furthermore, influential educators such as Paolo Freire argue that reflective 
practice is the precedent from which tangible social action occurs, arguing 
that it is the combination of reflection and action on the world that 
transform it (David Kolb, 1984). For sustainability educators, the challenge 
of creating leaders means they must not only implant new ideas but modify 
or dispose of the old ones. By engaging in reflective practices as part of 
ongoing pedagogical practice, educators may contribute to this important 
outcome (David Kolb, 1984; Eaton et al., 2016). 

 

However, despite a growing body of research describing innovative 
pedagogies for ESD, one area that has lacked research has been the 
investigation of pedagogies that promote and encourage reflective practices 
distinctly for sustainability (Eaton et al., 2016). The consideration of how to 
ensure reflective pedagogies can support effective decision making in future 
leaders requires experimentation and consideration by ESD practitioners in 
order to consider its ongoing potential (Colomer et al., 2020; Eaton et al., 
2016). This paper aims to contribute to this discussion. 

 

The authors have been part of a sustainability program that has successfully 
utilized various reflective approaches within its pedagogical approach over a 
number of years. Thus, this paper presents a case study of two significant 
pedagogical tools that embrace reflective learning within a master’s level 
sustainability leadership course. It aims to consider the value and impact of 
reflective pedagogies of sustainability graduates as future leaders. The 
following section describes the background of the case study, as well as how 
data were collected and analyzed. The Results section gives perspective from 
both the student and the staff side, which is examined and then discussed 
within this paper. 

 

2 Research Methods 

This study was carried out by researchers and program staff of the Master’s 
in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability (MSLS) program, who are also 
researchers in the field of leadership education for sustainability. It adopted 
a qualitative case study approach that aimed to investigate the 
‘worthwhileness’ of the described pedagogies (Bassey, 1999) and aims to 
describe the benefits and challenges encountered by students and staff in 
engaging with these pedagogies. Case study methodologies are seen as a 
strong research approach to investigate ESD, yet this study aims to consider 
some of the critique such approaches have faced. These are that case studies 
should consider the explicit role of the authors, promote a critical analysis 
of the case, include all people impacted by the study, and have the potential 
of contributing the improvement of the field of sustainability in higher 
education (Corcoran et al., 2004). 



Paper D 

173 

 

 

2.1 The Case Study 

This study focuses on two specific, but related pedagogical tools used within 
the Leadership for Complexity course of the MSLS program of Blekinge 
Institute of Technology (BTH) in Karlskrona, Sweden. The two main tools 
considered by this study are titled the Portfolio and Pod. 

 

In 2004, BTH launched the international, transdisciplinary MSLS program. 
MSLS is a 10-month transformational program situated in Karlskrona, 
Sweden, that focuses on advancing students’ knowledge, skills, and global 
networks, in order to build their capacity to be strategic leaders in the co- 
creation of thriving, sustainable societies. Each program has a cohort of 40– 
50 students from 15–20 countries and is conducted in person on campus. The 
program is open to anyone with a bachelor’s degree with required English 
skills and intentionally invites all academic and professional backgrounds so 
as to bring diversity of experiences and perspectives into a transdisciplinary 
classroom. Student ages range from 20 to 63, with a concentration in the late 
20s to early 30s. A recent survey of program alumni revealed that 93% of the 
217 respondents categorized the program as a transformational experience 
for them and identified awareness of self and others, confidence to navigate 
complexity, an expanded worldview, and finding hope and inspiration as key 
elements of their experience. Many named the reflective exercises and the 
diversity engaged in the community as being key to their transformation 
(Manuscript in progress Bryant, et al., 2020). 

 

The program is designed around two key pillars of learning—Strategic 
Sustainable Development (SSD) and Leading in Complexity (LiC). The 
purpose of the LiC course is for students to (1) develop deepened knowledge 
about and understanding of theoretical foundations for leadership in 
complexity, specifically related to transformative change for sustainability 
and (2) develop skill required to work effectively with complex challenges, 
including the ability to critically reflect on various approaches in the field. 
While a separate, distinct course, the LiC journey is intricately interlinked 
with all other parts of the program through, for example, providing process 
tools for group work, which takes place in other courses, or time for 
reflection and making sense of the content of other courses. The course uses 
as its basis a skills map (see Table 1.) to guide learning outcomes. The map 
has been developed over several years by the program through a 
combination of theoretical understanding (Missimer and Connell, 2012) and 
practical experience. The skill map consists of four domains that 
sustainability change agents need to develop skills or capacities in. Building 
on the understanding of different kinds of complexities that define our 
world, namely dynamic, social, and generative complexity (Adam Kahane, 
2007), from here the domains of systemic, participatory and innovative 
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solutions were derived. Based on program experience, underlying all of this 
is what has been called the personal domain, which relates to the internal 
capacities of the change agent as leader. While the domains map well to 
Wiek et al.´s highly cited competencies (Wiek et al., 2011), they were derived 
independently. Each domain comes with underlying theories and concepts, 
as well as a general ability and specific tasks student should be able to do. 
For example, in the systemic domain, one general ability is to map systems 
and one specific skill within that is to map relevant stakeholder and 
relational dynamics. Another skill, in the participatory domain and under 
the heading of working well in diverse teams, is to give and receive feedback. 
The course´s and even the whole program´s content is then mapped to these 
skills to show the students which course/program moment (lecture, 
workshop, or other learning activity) is aimed to support the development 
of which skill. 

Table 1. Leading in Complexity skills map. 
 

 

S
y

st
em

ic
 

Underpinning Theoretical Models 

Systems Thinking (Capra and Luisi, 2014; Senge, 1990), Nested Systems Capra in (Stone and Barlow, 2005), 

Complex Adaptive Systems (Missimer et al., 2017), Cynefin Framework (Snowden and Boone, 2007), 

Definition of Success to Guide Systems Boundary, (Broman and Robèrt, 2017), Transition Theory (Geels, 
2011), Berkana Two-Loop Model (Stilger, 2017; Wheatley and Frieze, 2007), Leverage Points (Meadows, 1999). 

General ability Specific task students should be able to do 

Draw nested system model for given system domain 

Organize information relative to systems into appropriate categories 

Map systems 
Map external political, economic, social, technological, environmental, and legal system 

dynamic relevant to given organization 

Map relevant stakeholders and relational dynamics 

Map material flows within an organization 

Analyze systems Evaluate organizational sustainability performance 
against success Identify organizational Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats 

Select 

appropriate 

response to Reflect on characteristics of challenge at hand and select appropriate intervention approach 

different types 
of challenge 

 

P
ar

ti
ci

p
at

o
ry

 

Underpinning Theoretical Models 

Team Processes, (Tuckman, 1965), Creative Tension (Senge, 1990), Participatory Decision Making (Kaner and 
Lind, 2007), Theory U Process (Scharmer, 2009). 

General ability Specific task students should be able to do 

Create shared clarity of purpose, task, role, process 

Select and use appropriate team decision making process 

Work well in 
Plan, execute and reflect on tasks at hand 

diverse teams 
Map relational dynamics underpinning conflict 

Give and receive feedback 

Understand and work with different personality styles 
Navigate team processes successfully to achieve task 

Develop & 

inspire shared Create and frame clear vision, purpose, and value statements 
vision 

Stakeholder  
Present and speak to an audience in a clear and engaging manner 

engagement & 
Map and tailor communication to stakeholders with multiple worldviews 

motivation   
Gamify challenges to create motivation and engagement 

Empower others to act 
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 Work with Design appropriate participatory processes 

participatory Host and facilitate participatory processes 
processes Harvest and strategically visualize processes 

 

In
n

o
v

at
iv

e 

Underpinning Theoretical Models 

Critical Thinking (Glaser, 1941), Prototyping (Kelley, 2010), Backcasting (Broman and Robèrt, 2017; Robinson, 
1990) 

General ability Specific task students should be able to do 

Question Ask critical questions 

current situation Assess current challenges 

Propose and test 
Creative problem solving in quick iteration 

new solutions 
Guide thinking by what may be appropriate in the future rather than now 

Employ a strategic approach when selecting next steps 

 

P
er

so
n

al
 

Underpinning Theoretical Models 

Developmental Psychology (Keegan and Lahey Laskow, 1983), Theory U (Scharmer, 2009), Humble Inquiry 
(Schein, 2013) 

General ability Specific task students should be able to do 

Connecting to Foster one´s own empathy and compassion 
Others Listen, initiate, and participate in dialogue 

Self-authored 
Continuously and intentionally learn and develop 

Learner  
Manage own time and priorities 

Strive for self- awareness and engage in critical self-reflection 

Personal 
Develop mechanisms to dealing with complexity and uncertainty on a personal level 

resilience  
Develop clarity of your own potential roles in society´s transition 

Constantly renew one´s energy and take care of oneself 

Develop an inspirational and can-do-attitude 

Attitude Develop courage to challenge the status quo 

Act as a role model to others (walk the talk) 

 
 

The course utilizes two main reflective tools, the Portfolio with three 
separate deliverables and Pod; these two pedagogies within the LiC course 
are the focus and boundary of this case study and are described below in 
Table 2. As mentioned above, the Portfolio and Pod interlink with the LiC 
course content, as well as content of other courses within the MSLS program, 
and as such serves as the container for formal reflection and collective 
reflection through dialogue. All learning activities in all courses employ 
informal, mostly group discussion and reflection. 

 
Table 2. Case study description—Portfolio and Pod pedagogies. 

 

Description 
Pedagogical 

Intention 
Portfolio-Skill Assessment and Development 

This involves an initial self-assessment based on the LiC Leadership Skills 
Framework (Table 1) as a rating (0–5) as well as a qualitative description giving 
evidence for the rating. Students then create a development plan. Based on 
their own assessment, students pick one or two skills from the map that they 
would like to improve and commit to practicing during the learning period and 
create a plan for developing that skill. At the end of the learning period, they 
conduct a written assessment and reflection on the development of the skill 
selected. Guiding questions include: 

What are some fundamental elements to keep in mind when applying this skill, 
which you have learned through your practice? 

• Was there a work/life situation over the last few weeks when having 
practiced this skill came in useful for you? If so, how was it useful? 

 
The aim of this piece is 
for students to become 
self-directed learners 
by setting their own 
goals and structures 
for accountability. 
To do so well 
necessitates the ability 
to reflect on one´s own 
strength and 
weaknesses both in 
terms of skills but also 
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• Having reflected on your practice over the past weeks, how would you now 
assess the following criteria for the skill you have been practicing: 

1. Skill Competence 
2. Skill Confidence 
3. Progression towards goals set for skill 
4. Personal adherence to development plan 
• Do you have any reflections on the assessment above? 

• How might continuing to develop this skill support you in your work over 
the next months/years? 

• If you were to draw your learning curve for this skill to show your 
development over time, what would it look like in terms of goal attainment and 
confidence? 

• What worked well during the time you were practicing this skill and why? 

• What challenges came up while you were practicing this skill? 
• What lessons can you take away about your own learning process? 

• What could you improve in your learning process and how? 

• What are your next steps? 

• Three loops of this activity occur during the year. 
Portfolio–Theme Summaries and Reflection 

This requires students to engage and reflect on delivered weekly lecture or 
workshop content of the LiC course (readings/lectures and workshops). 
Students are asked to provide a one-page written content summary and one- 
page personal reflection on given questions for each theme: 

• Did any personal insights or “aha´s” arise for me while learning about this 
theme? 

• What are the critical questions I have about this theme? 
• Did I find any particular ideas under this theme challenging and on what 
grounds would I challenge them? 

• What practical relevance or implications does this theme have for 
leadership when addressing complex challenges within society? 

• How might I apply what I am learning within this theme in my own 
leadership practice – at MSLS or in the future? 

• What questions does this theme create for me that I want to work further 
with? 

• What else do I notice or find interesting under this theme? 

Portfolio–Individual Reflection Essay 

learning process 
design. 
The guiding questions 
are intended to help 
students develop their 
reflective muscles and 
learn about 
themselves in terms of 
learning process. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The aim of this piece is 
critical and personal 
reflection regarding 
content learning. 
Students are asked to 
build their reflective 
muscles in engaging 
with sustainability 
leadership content. 

Students are asked to write a personal reflection essay at 
the end of each learning period answering a question 
posed by the staff in relation to a leadership topic, e.g., 
what they are learning about working in teams and about 
themselves in relationship to this theme? 

Pod 

The aim of this piece is reflective practice 
regarding their personal leadership journey, 
tying together insights from the two above. 
The reflection essays are commented on by 
staff, most often with questions to further 
reflection and deepened learning. 

Pods are smaller groups of 8–12 students that meet on a monthly basis with 
a staff member as a process of collective reflection. Students sit in a circle 
and share insights, challenges, and learnings as regards their learning 
journey. The Pod leader (a faculty member) facilitates the session with a 
number of key questions, usually using a talking piece and letting each 
student speak when they feel ready. An example of questions may be: 

• How are you feeling about your first few weeks at MSLS? 

• Where have you been growing and where would you like to focus your 
growth for the next few months? 
While the staff member begins the facilitation with a question, students are 
encouraged to co-create sessions towards their needs individually and as a 
group and bring in their own questions as well as help each other explore. 

This piece aims to bring a 
collective reflection and 
meaning making aspect 
to the above. 
Sharing individual 
reflections in group and 
reflecting together in 
groups enables group 
building as well as 
perspective awareness on 
an individual basis due to 
the diversity of 
viewpoints in the group. 

 



Paper D 

177 

 

 

2.2 Participants and Data 

This study utilizes two main participant groups as data sources, they are 
students who attended the course in 2016–2020 and staff who taught the 
course in 2016–2020. Data for this study were gathered from students’ 
surveys, teacher interviews, and teacher/researcher reflections. 

 

 
1) Students: Gathered through course evaluation surveys collected 

between the cohort years 2016-2017 and 2019-2020. The course 

evaluations are gathered through online forms, which are shared with 

all course participants; there is usually a 10-day window to answer the 

evaluation form. The evaluation is conducted anonymously, and 

students are asked to provide quantitative and qualitative feedback and 

reflections on all parts of the LiC course. For this study, only the 

questions relating to Portfolio and Pod as well as general feedback on 

the course that touches on these pedagogies have been considered. The 

questions ask whether each pedagogy was supportive for the students 

learning and why, and as such do not take an explicitly reflective 

learning approach as this is not the only pedagogical approach 

employed in this course. These surveys provide a dataset of 65 students 

(2016/17–22, 2017/18–24, 2018/19–5, 2019/20–14). Since the data is 

collected anonymously, it is not possible to gather to determine 

demographic data on participants besides indicating the general 

demographics of the cohort (see above). While a quantitative response 

regarding the supportiveness of each of the pedagogies is not available 

for all years, it is provided for the first year (2016/17) and the most recent 

year (2019/20). The numerical value is presented as an indication of 

student sentiment, but it not the main focus of this qualitative study as 

the qualitative statements from the students provide more of the 

nuance relevant for this discussion. Themes from this data serve as the 

studies basis of evaluation from a student perspective. 

2) Staff: All but one staff member involved in the delivery of the course 

between 2016–2020 was interviewed: This included one individual and 

one group interview with four former and current staff of the program. 

The collective interview adopted a focus group style in order to provide 

informal discussions regarding the phenomena and the experience of 

the teachers. All interviews were conducted in person or via internet 

conference. 
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2.3 Data Analysis 

Student feedback forms and staff comments were themed from statements 
within the feedback into ‘benefits of’ or ‘challenges of’ engaging with the 
pedagogical tools within each of the three sub-components of the Portfolio: 
(a) The Skill Assessment and Development Plan; b) Theme Summaries and 
Reflections; and c) Individual Reflection Essay- and the Pod. 

 

Staff feedback is presented, summarizing the key themes that emerged from 
the questions to the staff about the Portfolio and Pod pedagogies: What are 
the benefits, what was challenging for students from a staff perspective, and 
what was challenging for staff? 

 

While student responses were analyzed and presented as responses to each 
pedagogical tool and their subcomponents, the staff responses are presented 
as a more integrated assessment. This is because staff as the designers of the 
pedagogy inevitably see them more as an interconnected whole, while the 
students are both surveyed on each component but also may not necessarily 
understand them as an interconnected whole 

 

Self-reflection of authors: The three authors also being staff members, 
including the program director, included our own reflection of the 
experience of the process in this case study given our deeper knowledge of 
the topic area from a research perspective and that one author—the program 
director (on staff for 12 years)—was also one of the creators of the 
pedagogical tools. With this reflexivity comes the intention to contribute to 
the improvement of the field of sustainability in higher education and 
acknowledges the role of authors within the program (Corcoran et al., 2004). 

 

3 Results 

3.1 Student Feedback 

The results below present the insights on the two pedagogical tools and their 
components from the student evaluations. The section focuses on the 
benefits and challenges perceived by students and summarized in Table 3. 
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Table 3. Summarized student feedback within Portfolio and Pod pedagogies. 
 

Benefits Challenges 
 

Portfolio 

 
Skill Assessment and 
Development Plan 

 
Theme Summaries and 
Reflections 

Individual Reflection 
Essays 

 

Pod 

• Space for intentional 
leadership development 

• Structure 
• Self-directed learning 

• Structured reflection leads 
to deeper learning 

 
• Deepening Learning 

 
• Creating connection and 
gaining perspective 

• Structure 

• Time pressure 

• Ineffective 

• Forced reflection 
• Time pressure 

• Focus on the personal 

• Time pressure 
• Purpose 

• Feeling challenged by 
others form of expression 

• Building enough trust 
 

 

Portfolio: Skill Assessment and Development Plan 
 

This plan asks the students to reflect on their own capacities and set a 
program to develop further “Leadership Capacities” utilizing the LiC Skills 
Map (See Table 1.) as a guiding structure. In a scale ranging from highly 
positive, positive, neutral, negative to highly negative, 77.2% (2017) and 
71.4% (2020) of students consider Skill Assessment and Development Plan as 
a positive or highly positive part of their learning experience. 

 

Benefits: 
 

• Space for intentional leadership development: The positive rating 

is supported by statements such as: ‘I am so grateful that I have the 

chance to reflect on a skill I want to develop to become a better leader and 

a better person. I love this time for constructive reflection.’ Some linked 

it specifically to a much-needed piece of leadership development, 

namely that ‘... it gives people a chance to dive into personal 

development...’. 

• Structure: Many students responded positively to the structures 

provided by the Skill Assessment and Development Plan with most of 

them referring to the structure as providing a good ‘guideline’ for their 

reflection. One student stated, ‘I will always make a skills rating from 

now on, this is such a good tool’. 

• Self-directed learning: Furthermore, personal autonomy was useful 

for some students, ‘I like the idea of self-awareness being taking personal 

responsibility of developing personal skill in addition to monitoring 

personal progression along the way.’ 
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Challenges: 

• Structure: Whilst a number of students enjoyed the structed elements 

of reflection, others found a number of challenges with this: ‘The way it 

was structured does not work for me at all. To detail orientated for me… 

hence I only filled in what was required and then ignored it’ and ‘the very 

structured, break it down approach to the skill development felt 

unnatural, forced’ highlight some of the main challenges students faced. 

• Time Pressure: Other statements indicated further challenge with 

time or lack of personal growth as a result of the pedagogy, ‘I left it for 

the last minute, it was nice as well, but felt frustrated by the little time I 

had to dedicate,’ 

• Ineffective: Lastly, some students reported that the tool simply did not 

support their learning. ‘I appreciate the beautiful thought behind it, 

however I don’t feel it is much good for me because it did not help me at 

all’ or ‘trying to quantify personal development is not working for me’ 

(referring to the numerical rating and sequenced development plan). 
 

Portfolio: Theme Summaries and Reflections 
 

This component comprises students writing a one-page summary of weekly 
readings and class content and one page of reflection on the content. There 
are generally 5–6 different themes to reflect upon per Portfolio submission. 
Examples of the themes include: Working with Conflict, Team Building, and 
Social Labs methodology. When it comes to the Theme Summaries and 
Reflections, 77.2% (2017) and 92.8% (2020) consider it a positive or highly 
positive piece of their learning. 

 
Benefits: 

• Structured reflection leads to deeper learning: A number of 

students articulated the useful nature of having the structured 

reflection promoted by the Theme Summaries and Reflection, which 

offered a defined process, ‘I enjoyed formally reflecting and being in a 

routine from the start definitely helped,’ and ‘Very helpful outline to use 

as a basis for reflection’. Others also reflected that summarizing content 

themes and combining that with reflection provided a strong process: 

‘It was highly positive for me to have the space to summarize the reading 

as a way to consolidate the knowledge’ and ‘the reflection as a way to 

deepen the personal intuitive thinking by linking learning and real-life 

reflection.’ Another student stated: ‘These were incredibly helpful in 

helping me process what I had learnt’ and another simply described this 

as a ‘learning accelerator!’. Another student reflected: ‘At the very 
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beginning, I didn’t like the reflections because I don’t really like to write. 

In the end, I felt how those reflections helped me in my learning process 

and how they played a fundamental role.’ This deepening and integration 

of the learning experience echoes themes that surfaced in feedback in 

the Individual Reflection Essay also (see below). 

 

Challenges: 

• Forced reflection: Several students found the forced reflection within 

this structure to be challenging with several stating their discomfort 

with this process and the lack of usefulness in the learning. ‘This was 

not my favorite. I think there were too many reflection questions and it 

wasn’t necessarily questions that were meaningful to me’. Another stated 

‘the summaries are something I feel like I’m doing because I have too. It 

is not helpful for me.’ 

• Time pressure: Other students, however, also indicated that while 

there were some challenges with the structures provided by the 

pedagogy, they could see the value in it, but often remained impacted 

by time pressure, ‘Although it was annoying at times. It helped me a lot 

better to remember the content and to digest it’ and it ‘forced me to review 

what I learnt. I would have loved to do it nicely if I had more time.’ Issues 

with time pressure and the ‘forced’ reflection are themes that emerged 

in the Individual Reflection Essay feedback also. 

 
Portfolio: Individual Reflection Essays 

 

This is a two-page personal reflection essay that asks students to reflect on 
their learnings three times over the course of the year. The essay is based on 
an invitation to reflect on lessons learnt by asking, for example: “what did 
you learn about yourself with regards to teamwork?” or “what would you 
identify as key areas where you personally have grown or developed through 
your MSLS experience and why?” and “when during MSLS have you led? 
What did you learn from this experience?” The Individual Reflection Essay 
was deemed by 68% (2017) and 92.8% (2020) as positive or highly positive in 
the quantitative feedback collected. 

 
Benefits: 

• Deepening Learning: The Individual Reflection Essays also received a 

variety of statements articulating the positive aspects of this pedagogy 

through deepening and integrating the learning experience; ‘this was 

definitely one of the best parts of class, it enabled me to lay down my 

thoughts and come up with more learnings than I had imagined,’. Another 
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comment echoed the positive experience, ‘...the reflection essay gave me 

the space to address some of the issues that had no other space...’ and ‘... 

it allowed me to create my own idea about the learning process and take 

time to reflect on that.’ A number of comments acknowledged the 

‘stream of consciousness style of writing’ being helpful for processing of 

thoughts. The structure of the essay was also found to be beneficial for 

many, ‘it was really helpful for me to sort out my thoughts’ and ‘it helped 

me to take a moment of reflection, otherwise I would not have done so.’ 

 

Challenges: 

• Focus on the personal: Several students, however, criticized the 

‘personal’ nature of the reflection, preferring for a more ‘content’ 

orientated focus. It ‘would be nice for the reflection essay to be more 

related to the readings’. 

• Time pressure: A number again also highlighted the time pressure that 

they experienced. ‘I kind of rushed through this one, I found it less useful 

to have this one big one (essay) at the end.’ 

• Purpose: Other students highlighted challenges with its purpose, 

stating, ‘I did not see the purpose for the essay, so I didn’t invest too much 

time’ and ‘I wasn’t sure this added too much beyond my weekly 

reflections.’ 
 

The Pod 
 

The Pod is the group dialogue with 8–12 students and one staff member that 
meets on average once a month throughout the year for 2 h, for conversation, 
collective reflection, and dialogue. Of the students who responded, 72.7% 
(2017) and 92.8% (2020) consider Pod as positive or highly positive support 
for their learning. 

 
Benefits: 

• Creating connection and gaining perspective: Many students 

enjoyed the collective reflection of Pod with sharing appreciation of the 

‘very nice and safe space to talk about things happening’. Other 

statements suggested the power of the Pod pedagogy included 

answering questions, providing support, and creating connection 

through conversation. Statements included, ‘Yes! I really love this space 

for sharing whatever wants to be shared. It gives me a lot of support to 

hear about the struggles and thoughts of others and makes me feel more 

connected to my classmates.’ And another, ‘Pod meetings is one of the 

most interesting things I have experienced and think I would carry this 
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experience with me to the workplace, it was a place to express one’s own 

feelings and thoughts and to see how others feel and think as well.’ Some 

of the positive feedback requested for there to be more Pod meetings 

with some suggesting ‘every two weeks’ and another ‘every week’. 

 

Challenges: 

• Feeling challenged by others’ form of expression: These statements 

were contradicted by a minority of students who felt that collective 

reflection was not enjoyable or beneficial for their learning, ‘each 

meeting we had brought me down. There were too many complaints and 

disturbing issues brought up in my group–which would not bother me 

otherwise, but I tended to adopt the mood’. Others said, ‘some were good, 

some felt like festivals of whining whereby we took it in turn to moan to 

the staff. I didn’t get much values out of listening to others moan for two 

hours.’ 

• Building enough trust: Another statement spoke to the difficulties 

with trust in spaces of collective reflection. Referring to an agreement 

that is made at the beginning of each year, a student stated, ‘I do have 

concerns about it being a space where what’s shared doesn’t leave the 

room, I think maybe signing an agreement might reinforce this.’ 

 
3.2 Staff Evaluation 

Staff evaluation of the two pedagogies centered around three core themes- 
Benefits, what was Challenging for students from a staff perspective and what 
was Challenging for staff. Where direct quotes are used, they are italicized. 
The overview is seen in Table 4. 

 
Table 4. Summarized staff reflections of Portfolio and Pod pedagogies. 

 

Challenges for 
Benefits 

• Learning 

Students 
Challenges for Staff 

• Policing 
• Structure 

• Creating a 

constructive 

• How to reflect 

• Motivation 

• Hosting 

Uncertainty 
• Resources 

 container  
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Benefits 

• Learning: The Portfolio in itself is seen as a great resource for future 

content reference for students. The process of weekly themes + 

reflections and Pod allow for a deeper critical engagement with the 

content than might be the case without reflective practices and in the 

process, students learn how to have deep and generative conversations 

and about themselves. ‘Learning about different ways of being in 

conversation... for some it is massively uncomfortable sitting in a circle’ 

but then they get used to it and start talking about their perceptions 

and feelings. The Portfolio and specifically its self-determined skills 

assessment promote the ‘important leadership skill to be self-directed… 

and promotes ‘self-designed accountability systems in the context of an 

academic program’ that will benefit students in their careers and 

personal growth. 

• Structure: The structure of Portfolio and Pod is an opportunity for staff 

to regularly check in with students and focus on their leadership 

development via written and dialogic structures and allows for students 

to practice ‘flexing the muscle of reflection.’ The structures also keep 

students accountable in terms of delivery, although challenges with this 

accountability are noted below. 

• Creating a constructive container: The process ‘holds a space of 

breathing for students’, by providing moments of reflection, which are 

necessary for transformational learning. Students are invited to ‘show 

up fully’, even in the messiness of their development and are supported 

in moving through it in a generative way. Through this they build 

stronger relationships, a better learning community, and support 

network for their future work. 

 

 
Challenges for Students 

• How to reflect? Many students experience the idea of reflective and 

self-directed learning as novel and do not know how to do so; many 

want/need much more guidance than staff can provide and also find the 

structure of support in its current form challenging. Others find slowing 

down and reflecting difficult as this is not something they are used to 

practicing, especially if they are used to an academic context that is 

more transmissive. 

• Motivation: The reflective practices employed do not suit all students. 

Not finding a way that suits them, for many undermines the motivation 

to engage in reflection at all. (Some) students also struggle with the 
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balance between the extrinsic vs. intrinsic motivation of engaging in the 

activities and therefore also struggle with delivery and accountability. 

E.g., ‘moving from ‘grades’ to reflection can be challenging’ for some. 

 

 
Challenges for Staff 

• ‘Policing’: As students struggle to engage in the process with full 

commitment and accountability, the role of ‘policing’ falls on staff 

(since deadlines and assessment needs to be enforced), which can make 

the role feel more authoritarian than coach or guide. The 

encouragement of personal learning journeys can also mean it is 

difficult to force students to reflect ‘on time’ (for the deadline) 

• Hosting uncertainty: Hosting the reflective process is significantly 

demanding as students often end up confronting fears or traumas from 

the past. This requires that staff are equipped with both coaching and 

mentoring skills as well as the ability to stay centered themselves in 

situations where they might be personally challenged or feel 

underqualified e.g., ’dealing with students’ emotion, anger and trauma’, 

while ‘not being a trained counsellor.’ or ‘balancing the life tragedy in a 

group needs the rights skills and handling and can be harmful if not done 

well.’ 

• Resources:  Supporting  the  above-described  reflection  and 

transformation processes for 8–12 students is an intense process, both 

emotionally and from a time perspective, which is in conflict with the 

lean approach of university management of courses. It results in 

challenges in which the processes ‘don’t have enough hours’ in the 

official time planning or the time planning is not flexible enough to deal 

with the dynamic nature of these processes and staff use their personal 

time to support in challenging times. 
 

4. Key Findings 
 

4.1 Affordances and Limitations of the Case Study Pedagogies 

As highlighted in the introduction, sustainability leadership education 
outcomes include increasing self-awareness and personal transformation 
towards new habits; the development of empathy for and comfort in 
engaging with multiple perspectives; the development of critical thought for 
enhanced decision making and practical social action. Examining the case 
study from this perspective, we can see that the Portfolio and Pod 
pedagogical tools investigated provide some positive results to these four 
outcomes, while also suggesting the need for further support and 
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innovations. Key findings for these sustainability outcomes are introduced 
below with further exploration of innovations and recommendations for 
educators in the discussion section. 

 
4.2 Development of Self-Awareness and Personal Growth 

A number of the students reported the further development of self- 
awareness as a result of the pedagogies, articulating that the Portfolio helped 
them ‘deepen the personal intuitive reflection by linking learning and real-life 
reflection’ and that increased personal awareness led to more agency, for 
example by ‘taking personal responsibility of developing personal skill.’ This 
developing sense of self-awareness is often evidenced by student ability to 
engage more constructively in group work over the course of the program 
and through the increasing ‘wholeness’ with which staff see students bring 
to the Pod over the course of the program. In other research, 93% of alumni 
reported that the program was a transformational experience for them, 
inferring that the student sense of self had grown and shifted during MSLS. 
The pedagogies of the case study remain the place where distinct practice 
and process regarding reflection and relationship with self, through the 
Portfolio and within the group, through Pod, occur. Furthermore, 
interaction during Pod enabled a developed self-awareness in relation to 
other individuals through collective reflection, as students ‘share (…) 
thoughts and feelings, support other people and be supported’. Another 
student indicated that the successful implementation of reflective behaviors 
had resulted in transformed behavior with the intention that they would 
‘always make use of a skills rating from now on, this is such a good tool’ and 
that the pedagogies provide a process that ‘gives people the chance to dive 
into personal development that is so needed (in general and not only amongst 
leaders.’ This suggestion by students of personal growth highlight the role 
the pedagogies play a providing a place to practice both understanding of 
self and deliberate, intentional personal development and transformation as 
a needed characteristic of sustainability leadership. 

 
4.3 Increased Empathy and Comfort with Multiple Perspectives 

Furthermore, students articulated the outcome of collective reflection, 
specifically the Pod, as a place where empathy and comfort with multiple 
perspectives developed, ‘yes! I really love this space for sharing whatever 
wants to be shared. It gives me a lot of support to hear about the struggles and 
thoughts of others and makes me feel more connected to my classmates.’ 
While another suggested these pedagogies provide a place ‘to see how others 
feel and think as well’’ and that the pedagogies are ‘important to create trust 
between students and staff.’ One staff member suggested that while it can be 
challenging for some students, an outcome of collective reflection involved 
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‘learning about different ways of being in conversation,‘ an important aspect 
of engaging across diverse perspectives and understanding, and a significant 
skillset used in engaging diverse stakeholders on sustainability issues and 
solutions. 

 
4.4 Development of Critical Thought and Reflective Decision Making 

A number of statements support the notion that students practiced critical 
thought through the pedagogies and as a result of their reflective experience. 
For example, the Portfolio and its’ reflection essays often became the space 
where critical outcomes and questions with content or collective 
engagement were shared, ‘the reflection essay gave me the space to address 
some of the issues that had no other space to discuss.’ Another student 
articulated that they ‘love this time for constructive reflection’, which 
supported deliberate consideration of their experience as facilitated by the 
pedagogies; one that allowed them to critically examine their experience to 
uncover learning by questioning their response, positive or negative, to 
content taught within the LiC course. These questions were often then raised 
and discussed within Pod meetings. The Portfolio structure required 
students to critically consider questions that arise within this content and 
promotes student responses ‘which allow space for creativity and the 
reflections for critical engagement,’ as students critically consider themselves 
and ’reflect on a skill I want to develop to become a better leader and a better 
person.’ Staff suggested that the pedagogies support a ‘space of breathing for 
students’, which was beneficial because it models reflective practices that 
avoid reactive decision making without consideration or reflection. These 
statements support the notion that students develop and share critical 
thought and practice as a result of the pedagogies, a notion that enhances 
the depth in which they consider their personal experience of learning and 
provides tools that help inform decision making by students in that moment 
and importantly in future contexts. 

 
4.5 Enabling Future Social Action and Sustainability Solutions 

One outcome to consider was whether the reflective pedagogies result in 
practical outcomes towards sustainability. Results from the student surveys 
do not support the direct correlation between reflective pedagogies and 
sustainability outcomes as they did not ask any outcome or action-related 
questions. The pedagogies are designed to develop ‘leadership’ qualities 
described in the LiC skills framework that promote learning to allow for 
future social action, ‘it will allow me to come back to those learnings and 
reconnect with them in the future.’ Results of the study suggest that rather 
than the pedagogies inspiring solutions to sustainability challenges 
themselves, they enable students to achieve in other more practical elements 
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and courses of the MSLS program and after, as graduates by providing 
distinct learning and characteristics. Although a number of students 
suggested that the behaviors and processes learnt through the pedagogies, 
specifically the pod, will be utilized in future work, ‘I think I would carry this 
experience with me into the workplace’ findings suggest the tangible 
outcome of sustainability action is intended to occur later using the skills 
developed in the pedagogies. 

 
4.6 Imperfect and Sometimes Unsuited Pedagogies 

Despite the suggestion that a number of positive outcomes emerge from 

the pedagogies articulated by both the student data and the teacher 

reflection, a number of critiques of the pedagogies emerged. The results 

show that the pedagogies remain fallible in a number of ways. The main 

evidence of this is highlighted in a number of critical statements from 

students who suggested that elements of the pedagogies did not work for 

them, ‘this was not my favorite. Having the necessary information to complete the 

assignment in different places was maddening.’ Meanwhile, others suggested, 

‘I felt very blocked, and I had the feeling I had to deliver something specific or I 

needed certain insights and critical questions’ or ‘trying to quantify personal 

development is not working for me.’ These statements show that despite the 

intention of the pedagogies as a whole, there is definitive push back and 

hesitation from a number of students who displayed discomfort with either 

the process or the content of the Portfolio and Pod pedagogies, an outcome 

that undermines their effectiveness in helping the students learn and 

develop as a result of their experience with the pedagogy. 

 

These results suggest that reflective pedagogies can play an important role 

as pedagogies in education for sustainability leadership, but also that they 

require a suite of complementary pedagogies and that certain 

considerations need to be taken within their design. These will be 

elaborated upon in the discussion below. 
 

5. Discussion 

5.1 Reflexive Practices a Necessary Skillset for Future Sustainability 

Work 

In a field that considers lifelong and self-motivated learning an essential trait 
of leadership due to the complex nature of sustainability solutions and the 
absence of ‘absolute’ answers or stable environments (Barth, 2015; Brundiers 
and Wiek, 2017; Heiskanen et al., 2016) being reflective and able to learn 
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independently remains a paramount and powerful skill in students as future 
sustainability leaders. The construction of reflective practices may provide 
the student with a process to consider and learn from during challenging 
content, topics, and interactions. This is a worthwhile, and perhaps crucial, 
element of leadership education as they develop higher cognitive processes 
and focus on individual actions directed towards problem solving and 
outcomes (Wiek et al., 2015) while providing structure and grounding as 
students pass through the ‘disorientating dilemma’ phase of transformation. 
Student answers also, to a degree, evidenced an understanding of the 
importance of reflection, self-directed, and life-long learning as they 
reported the intention to utilize the practices in the future. ‘I will always 
make a skills rating from now on, this is such a good tool’ and ‘I think I would 
carry this experience (Pod) into the workplace.’ 

 

Yet, for some students, the difficulties in comprehending how to structure, 
measure, and assess either content or personal development for skill 
development leaves them struggling for direction and discontent with the 
pedagogies and with reflective processes. One suggested outcome for 
educators is to reinforce the notion that reflective processes also encourage 
depth of learning regarding content and are not only utilized for the ‘self- 
development’ of students from a personal perspective. The Portfolio is an 
attempt to do this, as it is a pedagogy that explicitly asks students to reflect 
on their response and opinion to content about sustainability. From this 
perspective, the Portfolio allows educators the possibility to combine 
important instrumental and content-based learning with reflective 
processes that shifts learning from recollection and moves it into the realm 
of a critical and applied understanding of content and the student undergoes 
learning in the model of Kolb’s Learning Cycle (David Kolb, 1984) and 
develops deeper understanding of needed qualities. 

 

Furthermore, student articulation that the pedagogies, specifically the 
Portfolio, helped them ‘better remember the content and digest it’ and ‘forced 
me to review what I learnt’ evidenced benefits to student learning, albeit in a 
more instrumental fashion. While this could be seen as a limitation of the 
pedagogies in terms of transformative personal outcomes, some outcomes 
desired by sustainability education remain in this realm and are required as 
a base from which robust and potentially transformative student discussions 
can emerge. For some students at the beginning of their ‘sustainability 
leadership’ journey, the need to develop understanding of basic content 
before moving into personal transformation is understandable. This 
potentially requires educators to provide even more flexibility in reflective 
pedagogies depending on the level of student knowledge, development, and 
intended learning outcomes. 
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By introducing reflective pedagogies as tangible tools and structures for 
students, educators promote the ongoing development of students once they 
have finished formal education. However, not all students grasp the 
importance of reflection, especially when it comes to more than content 
reflection. This is captured in the quote: ‘I did not see the purpose for the 
essay, so I didn’t invest too much time’. While the staff team at MSLS spends 
significant time explaining both the what and the why of the reflective 
pedagogy, not all students understand the purpose or approach and some 
disagree with it, either at an abstract level or when it comes to the personal 
practice of it. This is not a criticism of the students as much as it is an 
acknowledgement that it is challenging to help all students understand and 
engage in meaningful reflective and self-directed practice and create 
structures that enable them to do so. A container can be set to invite 
reflection but there is no guarantee that students will embrace or use it as a 
stepping stone to co-create their own learning structures that will continue 
to benefit them in their future sustainability work. 

 
5.2 Pedagogy Design that Promotes Collaboration and Comfort with 

‘Others’ 

The Pod pedagogy provides a mechanism for collaborative reflection; one 
that highlights and promotes the diversity of the MSLS student cohort. 
While collaborative reflection is, of course, also a part of other classroom 
activities, Pod is unique in that it intentionally focuses on deep personal 
reflection, not course content reflection. Both the Portfolio and Pod create 
unique spaces for new forms of conversation to emerge, one from a written 
relationship between student and teacher and the other within peer group 
dialogue. These approaches aim to create a form of Generative dialogue, “a 
more comprehensive, purposeful and integrated practice of conversation” 
that helps to create a “collective new learning space” as well as “new 
knowledge” and supports processes of transformational learning 
(Gunnlaugson, 2006; Petta et al., 2019). 

 

With the intent of learning from the experience of others, the Pod provides 
a space of participation and listening that allows students to engage 
alternative views openly, beginning the work of understanding the 
complexities of different perspectives (Eaton et al., 2016). This means that 
students deepen their level of inquiry through questioning, connections, and 
honoring multiple perspectives (Fullana et al., 2016). The diverse nature of 
the program’s cohort means numerous cultural, religious, and socio- 
economic backgrounds engage and a multitude of perspectives are seen and 
heard during the process of Pod. This is both a powerful experience and a 
tangible learning outcome as collaboration and participatory processes 
remain integral to sustainability solutions and build on true understanding 
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and honoring of personal differences. The Pod pedagogy of collective 
reflection embodies an example of hooks call for classroom communities 
that have the capacity to generate excitement by deeply affecting our interest 
in one another, by hearing one another’s voices and in recognizing one 
another’s presence (hooks, 1994), thus providing significant outcomes within 
a field that calls for collaborative, inclusive, and participatory solutions. 

 

Difficulties can, however, emerge as this diversity amplifies the diversity of 
needs and students’ levels of comfort with the open nature of conversation 
and practice of collective reflection. For example, where one student 
describes Pod as ‘a place to express one’s own feelings and thoughts and to see 
how others feel and think’ another can experience them as a ‘festival of 
whinging’ or a place where ‘there were too many complaints and disturbing 
issues brought up in my group.’ While it is also the staff´s experience that 
some students do (initially) use the time to focus on staff or program 
performance and only slowly shift to focusing the reflection on themselves 
and their own learning, these statements by students also show the challenge 
of accepting expressions of reflections in different forms. Another limitation 
of the Pod pedagogy in this regard is that a small number of students choose 
not to attend at all, meaning the collective nature of the group may remain 
incomplete as students have different program experiences depending on 
whether they attend the Pod or not. Furthermore, these more critical 
statements highlight that for some students, the ‘comfort with other’ or 
willingness to engage in open groups processes remains challenging to the 
point where they avoid the pedagogy. This again shows issues with the 
challenge of pedagogies that aim to promote collective reflection in groups 
as individuals needs and desires may be in conflict with each other. However, 
our experience with Pod highlights a pedagogical attempt to support student 
comfort with the messiness of collective processes and provides a strong 
pedagogical tool to explore and develop those traits within students. It also 
shows the difficulties with approaching and designing transformational 
education environments that are able to hold and host all students in their 
personal learning journeys. Despite this, the study shows that pedagogies 
like Pod promote qualities desired in sustainability leaders such as awareness 
as well as inviting students to sit quietly together in with uncomfortable facts 
and emotions counters academic abstraction and generates the insight, 
resolve, hope, and empowerment (Eaton et al., 2016) that are desired 
outcomes of ESD programs and seen as beneficial by the majority of 
students. The positive student response to Pod suggests that deliberate 
design of pedagogy utilizing collective reflection can play a significant role 
in developing skills and values promoted by ESD. 
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5.3 Reflection for Sustainability Needs a Direction and Outcome— 

Utilizing the LiC Skills Map 

A question for reflective pedagogies within ESD is how to ensure they 
promote sustainability learning and do not result in ‘endless reflection 
without the will to act’ (Scharmer, 2008). LiC attempts to do this within the 
Portfolio and Pod pedagogies by the incorporating its skill framework as a 
mechanism and container to ensure reflection in a ‘direction’ and for the 
purpose of sustainability. By utilizing an explicit and transparent framework 
that provides distinct definitions of sustainability leadership skills and their 
desired outcomes, students can frame their reflection towards sustainability 
learning. Thus, ensuring reflective ‘growth’ in areas that promote qualities of 
sustainability leadership. By suggesting that students acquire competences 
ranging from both ‘systemic thinking’ and ‘project management’ to 
‘increased personal resilience’ and ‘developing courage to challenge the 
status quo’, the LiC framework caters for a high degree of flexibility for the 
learner, allowing them to choose whichever skill suits their personal learning 
journey but always within the contextualization of sustainability leadership. 
This point is supported by the work of Gardiner and Rieckmann whose study 
on reflective practices and sustainability competence acquisition suggested 
‘that a certain body of knowledge is required to serve as a framework guide’ 
in order for students to develop sustainability relevant qualities (Gardiner et 
al., 2015). 

 

The use of guided reflection with determined skills outcome is supported by 
other studies that suggest sustainability leadership development requires 
the combination of reflective pedagogies combined with practical wisdom in 
the form of ‘development of leadership skills through deliberate practice’ 
(Ralph, 2015). This framing of deliberate practice was highly appreciated by 
some students as it ‘Gave me a clear focus and guideline and was very helpful 
to me in my process and provided students a clear target to aim for with their 
Portfolio outcomes. Others argued that the definitive structure was 
overwhelming and meant that the reflection was not thoroughly engaged 
with, ‘The way it was structured does not work for me at all. To detailed 
orientated for me… hence I only filled in what is required and then ignore it’. 
Another quote, ‘trying to quantify personal development is not working for 
me,’ also articulates the challenge of putting structure on an unquantifiable 
reflective process. Other students lamented the ‘personal’ nature of the 
reflection, preferring instead for ‘the reflection essay to be more related to the 
readings.’ This attitude highlights some students’ preference for content- 
based, rather than personal reflection and leadership development and 
suggests that educators may need to justify the notion of personal 
development to students who are more used to or comfortable with a 
content-based memorization and recall style of learning. Perhaps within this 



Paper D 

193 

 

 

case study, these results indicate a lack of adequate framing or justification 
on part of the staff or understanding on behalf of the student regarding the 
purpose of the LiC Framework in combining both content based and 
personal aspects of learning and how their relationship together relates to 
sustainability ‘leadership’ development. More research remains to be done 
to find a ‘the lightest possible’ structure to allow for individual agency within 
reflective processes that work towards clearly defined ESD outcomes. This 
study offers the LiC Framework as an initial suggestion. 

 
5.4 A Challenge for Teachers—the Mental and Emotional Load of 

Reflective Pedagogies 

One major discussion point was the heavy load reported by staff regarding 
the teaching and facilitating requirements of reflective pedagogies. While 
often admired and supported by the students for their work, staff reported 
that holding reflective learning environments can be a difficult, tiring, and 
emotionally challenging role. Providing the ’open, safe and supportive’ 
conditions in which students feel comfortable and able to reflect openly, 
either individually through the portfolios or collectively through Pod, is a 
profoundly important element of pedagogy (Blake et al., 2013; Wamsler, 
2020). However, holding this space highlights the demanding nature of 
teaching as students display stress, anxiety, trauma, and discontent as part 
of the reflective learning. The responsibility of hosting the Pod pedagogy was 
reported to uncover trepidation in staff as challenging topics emerged and 
students often shared significant personal challenges or conflicts. The ability 
to navigate the fine line between what can and should be shared within the 
group was seen as a difficult one to facilitate. One staff member framed the 
challenge as difficult due to ‘not being a trained counsellor.’ This is supported 
by Griffith and Frieden who suggest personal growth experience within 
education can lead to the uncovering of buried personal trauma, meaning 
educators must be sensitive to the learner’s experience of loss and feelings of 
disorientation and anxiety (Griffith and Frieden, 2000). 

 

Finding constructive dialogic responses to these reflections and situation can 
itself be challenging as facilitators move from expectations of them as 
‘assessors’ to ‘guides and role models’ while also having an emotional life of 
their own. Time taken to analyze and appropriately respond is also seen as a 
weakness of reflective practices in terms of teaching process (Gardiner et al., 
2015); furthermore, staff are often required to negotiate with students as they 
underestimate the time and effort needed to complete ‘good’ reflective 
practices. There are strong arguments that advocate for the use of reflective 
pedagogies within sustainability education (Eaton et al., 2016; Gardiner et 
al., 2015; Ralph, 2015) and staff also reported that they benefitted from these 
exchanges. Despite this, the toll on educators to facilitate these pedagogies 
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can be immense and poses a significant challenge to the pedagogy’s delivery 
as the issue of teacher wellbeing emerges. Furthermore, these pedagogies 
and their teaching requisites remains misunderstood by bureaucratic 
structures of higher education, which generalize and homogenize teaching 
requirements and considerations when designing courses and allocating 
teaching hours. 

 
5.5 Pedagogical Limitations and Ongoing Challenges 

Despite the results of this study suggesting a number of positive outcomes 
in terms of sustainability and leadership development as a result of 
distinctive reflective pedagogies for ESD, a critical analysis of the pedagogies 
show that challenges remain. The finding that the pedagogies did not work 
for numerous students remains of essential importance because it means 
that they are not optimally supported to develop the skills required of 
sustainability leaders. Further experimentation with other reflective 
pedagogies is required to find ones that might work for more students who 
are currently struggling while also, for academic fairness reasons, being 
comparable in effort and outcome to others. 

 

A critical analysis of the Pod and Portfolio suggests the potential for these 
pedagogies to utilize power over the student experience of learning and 
reflection by imparting structures and requirements on them. While this is 
the case in most pedagogies and assessed learning outcomes, it remains 
tricky when wanting to empower students to become sustainability leaders. 
Furthermore, the dilemma of the relationship and power of staff over 
students in guiding and directing their reflection (whatever their intention) 
also needs to be considered. As feedback is offered and students evolve to 
reflect in line with that feedback, it may stifle the honest, personal responses 
that emancipatory education calls for. This question of power and influence 
is not specific to this study or these pedagogies but remains important in 
asking whether it is possible to create structed learning experiences in 
consideration of personal learning journeys that empower towards 
sustainability leadership. The answer to this critique perhaps lies in the 
adoption of transparent intentions and pedagogical explanations on behalf 
of the staff at the introduction of the pedagogies, seeking to acknowledge 
this as a challenge within these pedagogies and in wider sustainability 
education. Thus, educators can attempt to acknowledge the ‘dilemmas’ of 
‘power’ and ‘content’ as suggested by Adler (Adler, 2003) and place openly 
the question of power, as an inherent part of classrooms, between the 
student and teachers. For a field attempting to create a personalized and 
emancipatory experience that requires reflection, questions on how best to 
do this remain, and the findings of this study suggest that despite many 
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positive outcomes an ongoing critical examination of the Pod and Portfolio 
is needed. 

 
5.6 Recommendations for Educators 

The investigation has uncovered a number of considerations for reflective 
pedagogies to be utilized as part of education that promotes sustainability 
leadership. As educators and pedagogues engaged within this case study, we 
offer a number of recommendations as a result of our study. 

 
1.) Reflective pedagogies can be utilized to promote self-awareness and 

self-development of students in a way that promotes sustainability 

leadership development, but they should be situated within a suite of 

pedagogies promoting sustainability learning in numerous ways. 

2.) Leadership development for sustainability should be defined by 

educators prior to development of reflective pedagogies in order to 

‘guide’ reflective direction towards specific sustainability outcomes. 

3.) Limitations to these pedagogies occur in their ability to satisfy the 

different needs and comfort levels of diverse student groups. Thus, 

structures should be made that allow both space for diverse personal 

learning journeys and that provide clear outcomes and place 

accountabilities on the students. 

4.) Educators should speak directly to the notion of power in the classroom 

and specifically the tension that emerges with reflective pedagogies 

between the deep learning, empowerment, and the academic 

requirement aspects. 

5.) Reflective pedagogies can place difficult mental and emotional loads on 

staff facilitating them and structures, support, and training should be 

considered for staff in the development and implementation of 

reflective pedagogies for sustainability leadership education. 

 

5.7 Limitations of the Study 

The study comes with some limitations, namely that the student datasets, 
specifically the qualitative datasets, were small and were re-used and re- 
analyzed with a different frame, namely that of reflective learning. This, 
however, is a common practice in ESD as the infant nature and challenge of 
assessing and measuring sustainability outcomes remains commonplace 
across the field and there is a tendency for the development of assessment 
tools as an apparent afterthought (Redman et al., 2020). Future studies on 
this topic should adopt a more direct inquiry with a distinct reflective and 
assessing frame in order to cultivate sharper results. Course evaluations 
usually also come with the limitation that not everyone answers them, so 
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one cannot discern a complete picture of the student experience and some 
student responses offer only surface level and vague descriptions of their 
experiences despite the opportunity for open ended and detailed responses. 
This results in difficulties with developing richer layers of analysis on behalf 
of the researchers. Future studies should consider follow up interviews with 
students to create more thorough descriptions of their experience with 
reflective pedagogies their benefits and their challenges with regards to 
sustainability education. 

 

6  Conclusions 

This study aims to provide an examination of two reflective pedagogies 
within a sustainability leadership program in a higher education institution 
and highlights the experience from both a student and staff perspective. It 
suggests that both students and staff found the pedagogies beneficial for 
learning and supported the pedagogical design, but that some challenges 
and critique also emerged. Benefits included the distinct role of reflective 
structures to guide student reflection towards individual skill development 
and the use of collective reflection to encourage generative dialogue and 
relationships between students and staff that aided collaboration, self- 
awareness, understanding of multiple perspectives and creating self-directed 
graduates. Staff and students also, however, suggested a number of 
challenges posed by teaching and engaging with reflective pedagogies, these 
include the ‘constrictive’ nature of guided reflection and emotional and 
mental challenges faced by staff in hosting and holding students through 
often challenging personal reflective processes. For the potential of reflective 
pedagogies to be truly realized for ESD in higher education, institutions will 
need to develop an understanding of the requirements that reflective, whole- 
person pedagogies have on students and teachers and create planning 
processes to accommodate this. This study aims to contribute to the 
progression of that discussion by highlighting the outcomes and designs of 
two unique pedagogies. Future research could thus investigate how a deeper 
understand of reflective pedagogies could be achieved, and also further 
prototype what kinds of structures reflective pedagogies need to work for as 
many students as possible and strike a balance between guidance and 
constriction and staff come to terms with the nature of reflective teaching. 
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Abstract 

This paper provides an overview of insights and lessons learned from nearly 
20 years of running a Master’s unit called Leadership in Sustainability and 
how it has been used to foster change agents in small business enterprises, 
as well as other parts of our economy and community. The unit is based on 
five ‘C’ pillars, which are discussed in this paper to show how the teaching 
was able to assist potential leaders in their journey towards sustainability. 
Collective Wisdom is the theory of how leaders have used their imagination 
to solve collective ‘wicked problems’ and how sustainability requires such 
wisdom. The unit covers such theory from innovation, complexity, 
leadership, management and sustainability literatures, and the students are 
required to show they used this in solving a problem. Conversations are the 
main tool that is used because only through integrating diverse opinions 
have solutions been found to such problems as sustainability. The unit is 
based around case studies from leaders (including SMEs) who have 
approached sustainability from various perspectives, and conversations were 
created with the leaders to illustrate this. Creativity is introduced as a tool 
that draws upon different layers of perspectives on how to tackle wicked 
problems, as well as facilitating the breadth of conversations and actions 
required to solve them. The unit requires students to make a creativity 
contribution and the teachers provide assistance in how to make this work. 
Contemplation is designed to show how leadership requires reflection to 
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enable the creativity and conversations to reach the depth and breadth 
required. The unit introduces students to the Theory-U tools to help instil 
the link between creativity and reflection or contemplation in addressing 
sustainability challenges and enabling leadership that creates change in 
personal, organizational and social systems. Finally, Courage is shown as a 
necessary part of the role of a leader in sustainability to make the magic of 
collective and creative solutions, based on conversations and contemplation, 
come to life through a demonstration-based transition. 

 
 

Keywords: leadership; sustainability; Collective Wisdom; Conversations; 
Creativity; Contemplation; Courage 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 The Need for New Modes of Learning 
Large-scale transformations are required to move to a more sustainable 
future and a key leverage point for this is the transformation in worldviews 
and thinking that is possible through education [1]. Organizations, large and 
small, require graduates capable of leading this change; however, many 
traditional higher education programs are producing graduates not capable 
of leading this change, and many keep reproducing the kind of graduates 
and thinking that have created our erroneous trajectory in the first place [2]. 
A grand re-think in terms of the way we learn, how we learn and what we 
learn is needed, and new ways for knowledge co-creation are being called for 
[3,4]. Many educators still grapple with how to design learning environments 
to build leaders for sustainability [5,6]. Non-traditional and unique 
approaches to sustainability leadership education have the potential to 
provide inspiration and practical knowledge on how these pedagogies for the 
future might support this change. 

 

While there is a plethora of material on leadership, organizational 
management, sustainability, creativity and complexity thinking as discrete 
fields, the discourse and praxis of drawing these disciplines and themes 
together is only just now emerging. In this paper, we explore how we have 
brought insights from these and related areas together and what has been 
learned and achieved in running a unit called Leadership in Sustainability 
(LiS) for nearly 20 years. 

 

This paper draws on the authors’ experience and theoretical perspectives as 
part of their co-teaching of the Leadership in Sustainability (LiS) unit at the 
Master’s level, offered through Curtin University Sustainability Policy 
(CUSP) Institute in Western Australia. The paper suggests there are five 
pillars or foundations that are used to understand and provide the tools for 
leadership in sustainability: Collective Wisdom, Conversations, Creativity, 
Contemplation and Courage. It sets out what these pillars are and how they 
have been applied to the teaching unit. We have selected to focus on how 
the unit has been able to assist leadership in sustainability for people 
involved in small and medium enterprises. It accomplishes this in all parts 
of the five ‘C’s and especially through conversations with leaders from 
businesses, civil society and the government, discussing their experience in 
creative and complex problem solving related to sustainability. 

 

1.2 Methodology 
Reflective approaches are important for sustainability leadership 
development [7], and this paper represents this approach as all authors are 
professionals, researchers and educators and identify as what Schön would 
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call reflective practitioners [8]. This reflective approach shapes the delivery 
and conversations throughout the Leadership in Sustainability (LiS) unit. It 
also describes the writing process as method[9] and learning-involved as a 
‘meta-reflective’ process of co-authoring this paper. 

 

Based on this approach, we have generated five core themes that have 
become evident as five pillars. The Collective Wisdom informs the content 
and the approach to the practice of the Leadership in Sustainability teaching. 
The paper therefore uses Conversations to present these concepts and 
illustrate what is taught and presents examples from the student’s work, 
particularly in the Creativity Project; then, it uses the reflective practitioner 
approach to show how the Contemplation approach in the teaching and in 
practice can enable leaders to have the Courage to act. 

 

2. About Leadership in Sustainability (LiS) 
 

2.1 Intention of the LiS 
 

The study unit of LiS is presently within the Master’s course Environment 
and Climate Emergency but was part of a Master’s in Sustainability Policy 
before this. The research-led Master’s program aims to integrate the 
knowledge and skills needed to understand present global sustainability 
challenges, particularly climate change, and motivate global change and 
local action. The course incorporates topics related to global environmental 
challenges, climate policy, sustainable development goals, cities and 
urbanization, sustainable waste management, societal resilience and the role 
of change agents and leadership—which is the context for the LiS unit. 
Students are also required to prepare a dissertation based on an area of their 
interest to deepen their insights into a particular field and for some, the LiS 
enables them to discover their passion to pursue in more detail. 

 

LiS has been offered internally as a face–face learning experience and 
externally through online learning including a module through Open 
University Australia. It has also been offered across other Curtin graduate 
programs and to students at Murdoch University so that their Master’s and 
undergraduate students in Sustainable Development could also enjoy what 
the course had to offer. The unit runs intensively over five days—two days 
of lectures and dialogue and two days of workshops. After a month or so 
working on their creativity projects, a final day is devoted to the group 
presenting their major creative contributions and to reflect on and celebrate 
their learning experience. 



Paper E 

209 

 

 

The formal aims of the LiS unit are to: 
 

• Expose students to a range of contemporary leadership frameworks; 

• Facilitate collaborative discourse between students and established 
sustainability leaders; 

• Foster the skills and tools needed to personally adopt an ethic of 
sustainability leadership within each person’s unique sphere of 
influence. 

We acquit these aims by introducing students to a range of respected 
sustainability leaders (or champions) who share their wealth of experience 
through reflective discussions (conversations) about their personal 
sustainability journeys, guiding students through the process of developing 
a creative response to a sustainability challenge of their own choosing, as 
well as by exposing the students to contemporary information on the topic. 

 

More and more, LiS has become about the linkages between the ethic of 
sustainability, the role of leadership, what it means to take on leadership 
challenges—at the personal level or within an organizational context—the 
role of creativity, the importance of reflectivity or contemplation and finally 
the courage to set up something that can deliver change, sometimes by 
establishing an SME. 

 

2.2 Co-Teaching Experience 
 

It is important to briefly note the authors’ own journeys and the depth and 
breadth of the perspectives and experience that are brought to the 
development and delivery of this important unit, which seeks to provide real 
practical insights and instil a sense of the hope of effecting change. Not all 
authors have been a part of the unit every year, but we have all been part of 
the unit’s evolution and development. Please see author biographies for 
further details. 

 
The role of this team has been to introduce the themes and theoretical 
concepts, and to hold the space for a rich dialogue and experiential learning 
experience to unfold. Part of the role of the co-teaching team is to highlight 
the complexity and ambiguity of the real-life experience of leadership in 
sustainability—talking openly about personal challenges and ‘failure’. 

 

This real-world experience is enhanced each year by hosting Conversations 
with leaders or champions from businesses, civil society and the 
government, discussing their experience in creative and complex problem 
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solving related to sustainability challenges in their worlds (see below under 
Conversations). 

 

To introduce the discussion about leadership, we start the teaching by using 
the insightful YouTube video First Follower: Leadership Lessons from a 
Dancing Guy by Derek Sivers [10], as it has powerful lessons about how a 
social movement is created or a small business is started. The key lesson in 
that video is that the leader is creative and courageous enough to do 
something different, but they only get somewhere when the second and 
third followers are prepared to stand with them. So, we begin a process in 
the unit to try and see what lies beneath this kind of change and how the 
students can begin to participate in it. 

 

2.3 Conceptual Foundations and Learning Approaches 
 

The core themes explored and integrated in this unit are set out as the five 
‘C’ pillars of Collective Wisdom, Conversations, Creativity, Contemplation and 
Courage. 

 

2.3.1 Collective Wisdom 
The theory used in the unit tries to avoid the endless academic and business 
literature on leadership and enables us to talk about deeper topics that we 
call Collective Wisdom. For example, Walter Bruegemann [11], in The 
Prophetic Imagination, says: ‘The vocation of the prophet is to keep alive the 
ministry of imagination, to keep on conjuring and proposing alternative 
futures to the single one the agents of the dominant culture want to urge as 
the only thinkable one’. Aristotle, in second-century BC ancient Greece, 
developed the theory of democracy based around the need to include diverse 
voices in what he called ‘rhetoric’. This was the opposite of what he called 
‘logic’, which can measure the size of the empire but not enable leaders to 
know how to govern the empire. This led to the establishment of the Polis 
and democratic institutions to enable leadership that could solve the deep 
problems we now face, such as sustainability. 

 

Today there is a new kind of leadership, which has taken on the name 
Collectivist Leadership. It is about working across a range of actors to build 
a coalition, a temporary alliance for combined action to generate a transition 
agenda, to create a shift. This kind of leadership would have been recognized 
by Aristotle and many leaders across the ages who were not leaders because 
they wanted to improve their own life, but who were motivated to help the 
collective common good [12]. 

 

Increasingly, the difficult problems of the modern day have been called 
‘wicked problems’. These are the problems of sustainability, and the 
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processes of resolution concerning wicked problems require inclusive 
participatory dialogue and increasingly looks to the Collective Wisdom that 
has been rediscovered by many writers in the sustainability arena (e.g., 
Wisdom of the Elders by David Suzuki). This Collective Wisdom approach is 
found in a range of literatures, and these are touched on in the fields of 
innovation theory, complexity theory and transition theory [13–16]. 

 

Collective Wisdom on leadership covers vast fields of enquiry, so the unit 
seeks to provide some introductory exposure to these topics—or what we 
have come to refer to as a ‘bath’ in these leadership topics. This ‘bath’ 
approach allows exposure to diverse fields of enquiry and the connections 
between them to begin to be made, whilst simultaneously acknowledging 
the complexity inherent to this work. The aim of the ‘bath’ is also to let the 
combined exposure to the conceptual material and the exposure to 
practitioners and experiential learning ‘soak’ into the participants and 
provide an enriching, if somewhat brief, opportunity to reflect on their own 
interests. 

 

As part of this ‘bath’ in literature, we draw the distinction between 
management (e.g., keeping an enterprise running) and leadership (setting 
direction, evolving and adapting to changing circumstances) [17]. We draw 
on some key insights (as the field is vast) around the differences between 
formal leaders (e.g., political/executive leaders operating within their ‘role 
descriptions’) and emergent leaders (e.g., people who voluntarily take on 
‘extra-role’ leadership behaviours), highlighting that emergent leaders are 
particularly important in triggering and driving sustainability-related 
leadership processes (e.g., they are champions or change agents). 
Sustainability leaders commonly need to exert influence across and within 
organizational boundaries due to the nature of the disciplines, and silos 
normally needed to be involved. Such influence across boundaries requires 
the emergent skill of personal power [18]. Further, we chart the journey of 
leaders seen as heroes to the more contemporary perspective of leaders as 
hosts [19]. Importantly, we highlight the many and varied prefixes that have 
been added in front of the term leadership (e.g., charismatic, 
transformational, emergent, servant, dialogic, complex, systems) and how it 
is useful to use a number of these lenses when considering the change 
processes we ask the students to explore in their formal assignments. 

 

Expanding the language around leadership to the concept of Collective 
Wisdom provides the first ‘C’ in the student’s exposure to this vast field, 
allowing them to focus on their unfolding sustainability commitment and 
career journey. As such, it helps to provide exposure to the importance of 
enhancing the inner well-being of change makers. For the students, it can 
boost their capacity for creativity, dialogue and collaboration as they effect 



212 

 

 

change in their chosen fields. These extra factors are thus helpful to expand 
on the initial deep dive into what the Collective Wisdom can teach us about 
leadership and which we can now explain further regarding how we can 
begin to apply it in our own lives. 

 

2.3.2 Conversations 
Given the reality that the climate and sustainability challenges we face sit 
squarely in the basket of ‘wicked problems’, which are complex in nature, 
after the Collective Wisdom literature we spend a little time introducing the 
tools for leadership, and a primary key in this is the need for Conversations. 
Within the leadership theory outlined above, the concept of ‘emergence’ is 
introduced to describe the almost magical process that arises out of 
complexity. Margaret Wheatley goes beyond the magic to say ’Emergence 
happens through conversations’ [19]. This can be seen to be like the 
Collective Wisdom set out by Aristotle with his creation of the Polis to enable 
conversations to solve deep problems. Importantly, conversations take work 
(not mere magic). This leads to what some have called dialogic leadership 
and the foundation upon which real dialogue rests: listening [20,21]. 

 

The conversations developed as part of the teaching process are enabled by 
a range of guests or champions. The collection of practitioners that have 
been part of this rich series of dialogues is diverse, but the aim is always to 
draw on diverse experience and perspectives from businesses, civil society 
and the government. The focus of these conversations has been exploring, 
through an interview and dialogue process, the personal and career journeys, 
challenges and reflections of how the champions have effected change and 
built their own personal resilience to the challenges of the systems they 
operate within. This process provides both inspiration and a rich sense of the 
personal challenges these practitioners have faced. This comes through 
probing and exposing insights from what sometimes have been very intimate 
conversations. A further point should be made that much of the literature 
around leadership theories and sustainable development and/or 
philosophies of sustainability highlights the need for dialogue between 
stakeholders and the significance of respectful consideration of multiple 
points of view. By placing conversation at the centre of course delivery, we 
displace the teacher–student hierarchy (with the student passively 
observing), reinforcing that this Master’s unit is interested in paradigm 
shifts. Furthermore, by enabling dialogue between expert and student, we 
are quite literally practicing what we preach. 

 

2.3.3 Creativity 
The unit has taken an approach to sustainability leadership education, which 
according to Sandri [22] is often missing—one that seeks to draw threads 
together and focuses on real-world learnings in a manner which is supported 
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by the literature, particularly how creativity has been used. For example, 
Lozano [23] writes about the role creativity can play in fostering 
organizational learning, and Molderez and Ceulemans [24] describe the use 
of art to develop systems thinking, while Palsson et al. [25] describe the 
benefits of integrating the humanities and the arts within sustainability 
approaches. Sandri [22] (p. 575) says that ‘ . . . sustainable development is 
essentially a creative endeavour’ as it requires us to take active roles in 
creating the futures we want as opposed to merely reacting to the future 
when we get there [26]. 

 

Creativity and creative thinking are therefore deeply embedded in this unit, 
underpinned by the thesis that sustainability requires change and change 
requires leadership, but it is creativity that is the nexus between the two [27]. 
From the beginning, it was realized that we needed not just an 
interdisciplinary approach that brought science and social science together, 
but that we would need to tap into personal creativity. Thus, we have always 
integrated a ‘Creativity Project’ into the course as a key deliverable because 
we sensed that true sustainability was not just a rational application of 
technical capability, although that would always be a major component. 

 

Critical to our work with the students in Creativity is dispelling the myth of 
the creative genius—a lone artist experiencing ‘aha’ moments of brilliance. 
Rather, Creativity for leadership in sustainability, is most often a process of 
continual curiosity, of ‘bending, breaking or blending’, as outlined by Brandt 
and Eagleman [28], what already exists in the world in order for new ideas, 
products and processes to emerge. It is often marked by trial and error, 
failures and stuck moments [28,29]. Additionally, Creativity is often at its 
most powerful as a socialized activity with diverse, interdisciplinary 
collaboration and dialogue as key ingredients to dynamic innovations. This 
aligns with the evolving view of leadership in a complex world from one of 
leader as hero to leader as host—where an individual has the skills to hold a 
space for, bring together, and inspire a group of people working towards a 
common goal [19]. Finally, we illustrate the place of storytelling, emotional 
intelligence and the political and ethical potential in Creativity. We draw 
connections between these practices and behaviour change theory, 
concluding that Creativity is therefore a great ally for any change agent. 

 

The Creativity component of the teaching needs to be experienced, not just 
explained, so the students are drawn into a major exercise, which is outlined 
in more detail below in Section 3. 

 

2.3.4 Contemplation 
The fourth pillar, contemplation or reflection, is based on theory and a set 
of practices that enable people to experience the tool of contemplative 
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practice. The theory of how Contemplation for leadership in sustainability 
can be understood is based on people such as Joseph Jaworski and his 
insights into the inner path of leadership {26] and other parts of the 
Collective Wisdom literature, but mostly it is based on helping people to 
better understand their own inward journey. Shawn Ginwright (an 
educationist) pointed out in an interview about his book Hope and Healing 
that ‘The contemplative journey is the way to build power, to confront and 
transform . . . ’ particularly as we confront the range of sustainability issues 
that are structurally imbedded in our societies [30]. 

 

Otto Scharmer highlights the importance of this contemplative approach to 
leadership in the paper on the ‘blind spot’ in leadership: ‘Successful 
leadership depends on the quality of attention and intention that the leader 
brings to any situation’, he reminds us of the need to spend time reflecting 
or contemplating for ourselves the ‘inner place, the source from which 
(leaders) operate’ [21] (p. 52). 

 

In recognition of this, we draw on the social technologies of awareness-based 
systems change perspectives of the Presencing Institute [31] (co-created by 
Otto Scharmer), who have crafted a whole program of training and learning 
resources to cultivate systems change—from an egocentric to an ecocentric 
paradigm. This builds on the earlier work of Senge et al. [32] and Scharmer 
[33]. Increasingly, we have found that around half of the time we spend 
together involves introducing participants to these techniques, as shown 
further below. These social technologies are also directly linked to the pillars 
of Conversation and of Creativity, which are core pillars of this training 
program for Leadership in Sustainability. Thus, the pillars are indeed 
integrated, and hence the teaching activities that involve the students are a 
combination that use them in various ways. 

 
In Section 3 we set out how Theory U is used to help generate a 
Contemplative approach to leadership in sustainability as now happens in 
the teaching process of the unit. 

 

2.3.5 Courage 
The final pillar, or fifth pillar, is Courage in the journey to understanding 
leadership in sustainability. This has been exemplified in a conversation with 
Gilbert Roschecouste, the Founder and Chair of Village Well, a 30-year-old 
SME that promotes ‘place-making’ through tapping into community 
leadership so that the values of a place can be rediscovered and regenerated. 
Gilbert has contributed in person to this unit. 

 

Roschecouste points out that in this current time of change, ‘we are all 
finding that courage is the elixir that opens up the field of possibilities 
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beyond right and wrong. It flames and mobilizes the invisible forces and 
connects the larger field of positive social change’ and that ‘courage is the 
rage of the heart, and the heart knows what to do when it’s open enough to 
listen’ [34] (pers. comm.). Thus, Courage can create the lightning rod for 
leadership in sustainability, when combined with Collective Wisdom, deep 
Conversations with people who you may not always want to, Contemplation 
at times when you know it may hurt and Creative place-based actions that 
are likely to cause political unrest and maybe even unsettle your life. 

 

All of these behaviours and practices developed in the unit require Courage 
or the delivery of an outcome may never quite happen. 

 

This Master’s unit introduces the students to the (soft) skills essential to be 
a Courageous leader. We give students these skills in a ‘Theory U’-type 
journey through experiential, personal and team practices (in the 
contemplation activities and creativity assignments), and then students 
seem ready to apply these deeper understandings and new perspectives to 
the ‘real world’ or the SME environment (as demonstrated in their final essay 
assignments). The fifth C is thus Courage, and it is where we complete the 
fundamentals in our approach to Leadership in Sustainability. In Brene 
Brown’s book Dare to Lead, she says ‘Here’s the bottom line: If we don’t have 
the skills to get back up, we may not risk falling. Additionally, if we’re brave 
enough often enough, we are definitely going to fall’ [35] (p. 244). Leadership 
in Sustainability is not a safe journey and we do not try to suggest that. It is 
fundamentally a test of Courage. 

 

3. Student Activities 
 

In this section, we outline the four main pedagogical approaches that are 
used in the LiS course: Conversations with sustainability champions; a 
Creativity Project, which invites students to practice creativity in making 
change; Critical Reflection essay, which invites students to apply the 
literature to a leadership issue; and Contemplation exercises for student 
reflection. 

 

3.1 Conversations 
 

Throughout the teaching there are guests or champions invited to the unit 
who are interviewed by the lecturers and students about their story of 
leadership to seek what motivated them and how they accomplished it. We 
attempt to establish gender equity in inviting our guests and to invite 
individuals who are culturally and linguistically diverse and have at least one 
champion who is able to speak from a first-nation experience. The students 
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are encouraged to engage in rich dialogue that both inspires and highlights 
what we usually call the deeper stuff or inner path. Examples of champions 
that have contributed to the rich conversations include: 

 

• Champion A—a Noongar man from the south coast of Western 
Australia who has played a key role in helping support recovery from 
the impacts of the Stolen Generation; 

• Champion B—a CEO of the local government who has led significant 
local community transitions; 

• Champion C—previous CEO of Community Arts Network Western 
Australia, a refugee from Chile and recent PhD recipient specializing in 
leadership in the cultural and community development space; 

• Champion D—Mayor of the City of Fremantle for ten years when they 
integrated sustainability into all aspects of the council, now a Western 
Australian state politician; 

• Champion E—from Gap Filler New Zealand, a group that continues to 
lead creative community building processes founded after the 
Christchurch earthquakes; 

• Champion F—a serial-sustainability-focused entrepreneur presently 
pursuing battery innovations in small business; 

• Champion G—coordinator of the Climate Justice Union, a Western 
Australian group pursuing a ‘just transition’ to a cleaner, greener future 
and who runs an SME that provides cultural educational experiences ‘on 
country’ with local Elders; 

• Champion H—businessman and previous senior mining executive and 
government leader, who advocates for sustainable value transfer as the 
basis of sustainability in the extractive industries or any scale of 
business; 

• Champion I—entrepreneur, educator and facilitator of the highly 
successful United in Diversity IDEAS program, which brings private 
sector, not-for-profit and government representatives together in 
programs designed to stimulate systems-level changes across Indonesia 
and now across the Indo Pacific; 

• Champion J—worked on the Western Australian State Sustainability 
Strategy in 2003 whilst studying sustainability with Peter Newman, has 
spent several decades working in a Perth-based SME which consults 
business and government whilst building a social enterprise on her farm 
that integrates regenerative agriculture practices; 

• Champion K—Campaign Manager of Social Reinvestment WA, an 
advocacy group seeking to reduce the level of incarceration of 
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Aboriginal people and enact a new vision for an effective and connected 
approach to justice in WA; 

• Champion L—Long-term climate and environment campaigner who 
suffered burn out and as part of his recovery rode his bike up the east 
coast of Australia, documenting and blogging about the myriad of 
sustainability initiatives he visited (see http:// 
pedallingforwards.com/about/, accessed on 25 January 2022). 

 

3.2 Creativity Project 
 

In LiS, we ask participants to explicitly practice creativity in their major 
assignment-by thinking differently about a sustainability issue and coming 
up with a creative solution or response to address or reflect change in that 
issue. Usually, as an entirely new field of practice for professionals working 
in this field, it is a risk-taking venture, often involving deep reflection, 
stepping out of comfort zones and a holding space for complexity. We 
encourage the exploration of a diversity of practices, including performance, 
creation of protype solutions, visual art and craft, installations, web 
development, poetry, song, sculpture, guerrilla gardening, community 
garden plots, cooking and more. These projects help students discover how 
the Creative process of leadership for sustainability can be seen as ‘a complex 
dynamic process that emerges in the interactive spaces between people and 
ideas’ [36] (p. 3). 

 

Throughout the life of LiS, the Creativity Project has been ‘the most 
challenging and, quite possibly, the most rewarding element in the course.’ 
[27] (p. 5962). While there is always a struggle enabling the participants to 
understand the idea of a Creative project, ultimately they triumph and grow 
with the task. We have been presented with immensely diverse projects and 
creations. We have seen: 

 

• Birdhouses made from wood offcuts at a cricket bat manufacturer; 

• Low-carbon food recipes cooked and placed in the fridge at work to be 
shared with colleagues over lunch (see Figure 1 below); 

• A shipping container designed to house the homeless during the 
COVID-19 lockdown and beyond); 

• An alternative walking history of Fremantle; 

• The revival of traditional sewing methods and re-designs of unused 
clothes to challenge fast fashion and the issue of textile waste, such as 
making shopping bags out of old clothes (see Figure 2 below) 
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• Learning an Indigenous language with their daughter and then writing 
poems in that language; 

• A sculpture from the rubbish accumulated over a month; 

• A myriad of community gardening projects 

 

 

Figure 1. Low-carbon meals were designed, cooked, placed in the office fridge 
and shared with co-workers as part of the ‘Carbon Friendly Cooking’ project, 
printed with permission from the student for Leadership in Sustainability, 
2021. 

 

One of the most creative and courageous projects was the ‘Seeds of 
Resistance’ project, where a student in Istanbul planted guerrilla tomato 
plants on windowsills in a neighbourhood, encouraging a collective cultural 
shift in growing food locally, and formed the seeds of a community-led 
campaign for the local government to create a community permaculture 
garden in an abandoned site. The student emailed six months after the unit 
finished to tell us of the exciting progress with this campaign; the local 



Paper E 

219 

 

 

government had now agreed and taken concrete steps to establish the 
garden (see Figure 3 below). 

 

Figure 2. ‘Carry me home’ shopping bag woven from the fabric of unused 
dresses printed with permission from the student for Leadership in 
Sustainability, 2021. 

 

 

Figure 3. Tomato ‘seeds of resistance’ placed on balconies in Istanbul to 
encourage local food production and fuel a campaign to establish a local 
permaculture garden, printed with permission from the student for 
Leadership in Sustainability, 2021. 
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Through these projects we have seen quite stunning transformations of 
student’s thinking and doing around leading and creating. In 2016, an 
exhibition of past works was included in the Fremantle Festival and held at 
a well-know Gallery space. This exhibition covered two floors of the gallery 
and included complex and simple pieces, including a hand-written design of 
the students’ home-to-be in regional Queensland (radically redesigned to 
reduce the carbon footprint and encourage passive solar energy); an abstract 
installation presenting a tiny sliver of raw beef balanced precariously on 
litres of bottled water, illustrating the water use in the consumption of meat; 
a splatter painting in the Jackson Pollack tradition representing the 
sustainability journey of the student, sitting alongside a laptop computer 
playing the time lapse documentation of the making of the painting; and a 
specially welded bicycle repair station. While this was an artistic exhibition, 
these students would mostly never have considered themselves artists, and 
while most years their projects were presented in their house, each year the 
students are afforded an opportunity to think differently and innovatively— 
to be creative. 

 

We have seen the students grapple with and embrace concepts of 
complexity, dialogue and collaboration, invest in the power of storytelling, 
see failure as part of the creative process rather than an end point and 
establish themselves as a ‘leader as host’—holding space for others to lead or 
enact change. 

 

3.3 Critical Reflection on Collective Wisdom Applied to a Leadership 
Issue 

 

The main formal written assignment in this unit is an essay that asks 
students to analyze one example of sustainability leadership they know 
about or have been involved in and reflect upon it through the lens of the 
leadership theories they have been exposed to. Students analyze what 
worked, what did not, and highlight what could be done differently in the 
future. This exercise provides an opportunity for critical reflection and 
synthesis of insights into sustainable leadership theory and practice. This 
brings the Collective Wisdom literature into a more personal understanding 
of how it can be applied to leadership in sustainability in the experience of 
each participant. 

 

Over the years, these essays have covered diverse examples of sustainability 
leadership, from community-led campaigns to new government policies. 
Most often, participants choose to analyze a small-to-medium size 
enterprise or organization, often within their own industry or workplace. For 
example: 
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• One student analyzed their first-hand experience of trying to 
implement paper-free processes in an NSW hospital. 

• Another analyzed the strategies employed in implementing a food 
organics and garden organics (FOGO) recycling service at a local 
council. 

• A motorsport racer and enthusiast analyzed his industry, identifying 
which individuals, teams and companies were driving the sector 
towards lower emissions and reducing their environmental impact. 

 

 
Through the process of this analysis, we have seen meaningful and often 
transformative insights take place for participants who, perhaps for the first 
time, through insights gained from this unit, are able to identify specific 
leverage points and leadership practices to better lead and accelerate 
sustainability within their workplaces and businesses. 

 

3.4 Contemplation Exercise 
As highlighted above, we have expanded the time spent on the experiential 
learning based on our own experiences with the awareness-based systems 
change practices from Theory U. These exercises, which last for nearly two 
days, are not considered part of the assessment but are regarded as a critical 
part in understanding the core values, the pillars, of being a leader in 
sustainability. 

 

The students have responded over the years that they have had many deep 
insights into their experience during these exercises. There is usually a 
profound realization that working on the self can lead to inner growth and a 
pathway to change and transformation. Feeling safe and supported are often 
identified as the prerequisites for opening up and building trusting 
relationships. What emerges, in a subtle way, is a sense of 
interconnectedness and the collective power of shared stories to bind and to 
build shared meaning for what is possible. Lost dreams are revived, and the 
two days spent diving into the self serve to affirm direction and purpose. 
There is a strong desire to apply the techniques and tools learnt to the 
workplace and to the students’ own lives. The embodiment practices taught 
during the two days also highlight the importance of listening to our somatic 
intelligence. What was clearly expressed by the students is a yearning for 
more of this kind of learning. The following are some recent responses from 
students: 

 

• ‘I now see myself as someone more capable and willing (rather than 
resistant), less fear’ ‘What has landed for me is infinite possibilities.’ 
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• ‘I see myself as someone with potential and the ability to change or 
transform’ 

• ‘I see that we all share experiences as each other. We are never truly alone 
in this process’ ‘I will use the tools of my class as a way to connect and 
listen to others, to myself’ 

• ‘I will try to introduce some of these techniques in my work and life’ ‘I wish 
I worked somewhere these listening techniques were uses’ 

• ‘I wish there was more time for reflection across all units of study, what 
we are learning can be digested.’ 

• ‘I wish more people could experience this level of collaboration.’ 

 

 
4. Discussion—What We Have Learnt 

 

This paper has set out how each of the five pillars of leadership in 
sustainability have a role to play in an integrated approach to deeper 
understanding that enables people to become leaders. Table 1 provides a 
summary of key conceptual frameworks and literature and relates it to the 
findings in the LiS course. 

 

Table 1. Conceptual frameworks and literature and their relationship to LiS. 
 

 

The 5 ‘C’ Pillars 

of LiS 

Collective 

Wisdom 

Conceptual Frameworks and 

Literature 

• The Prophetic Imagination 

(Bruegemann 2001) 

• Democracy and ‘rhetoric’ 

(Aristotle) 

• Wicked problems require 

collaboration (Australian Public 

Service Commission 2007; 

Snowden & Boone 2007) 

• Difference b/w Leadership and 

Management (Kotter 2008) 

• Personal Power for 

Sustainability leadership 

(Taylor 2010) 

• Leader as Host (Wheatly 2011) 

Relationship of LiS findings to 

literature 

• LiS demonstrates a pedagogy 

for sustainability leadership 

that draws on understandings 

that collaboration, participation 

and a collective approach to 

problem solving is required for 

society to address the 

challenges we face today. 

• The content challenges notions 

of leadership as being about 

personality or hierarchy and 

instead proposes the leader as 

‘host’ and demonstrates this 

approach in the pedagogy of the 

unit through hosting and 

facilitating conversations to aid 

learning 

Conversations • Emergence happens through 

conversations (Wheatly and 

Frieze) 

• Theories that propose that 

dialogue and conversations are 

essential to both effective 

leadership and creating societal 
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• Dialogue and Dialogic 

Leadership (Isaacs 1999, 
Scharmer 2008) 

 
 
 
 

Creativity • Creativity needed in Education 
for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) (Sandri 2013) 

• Creativity for sustainability in 
organisations (Lozano 2014) 

• Art to foster Systems Thinking 
competence in ESD (Molderez 
& Ceulemans 2018) 

• Creativity and Humanities 
needed in Sustainability 
Approaches (Palsson et al 2013) 

• Synchronicity and Creating the 
future (Jaworski 1996) 

• Learning from failure (Brandt 
and Eagleman 2017) 

Contemplation • Contemplative Practices to 
Support Sustainability 
Leadership (Jaworski 1996; 
Scharmer 2008; Ginwright 2019) 

 
Courage • Courage to lead sustainability 

(Brown 2018; Rochecouste 2022) 

sustainability change are taught 
in LiS as both content, and 
modelled as pedagogy. The 
method of learning through the 
Champions that are hosted 
through the unit is through 
collaborative dialogue 

• The LiS course demonstrates 
and articulates a practical 
approach to adding creativity as 
a concept, content and 
pedagogy into sustainability 
education 

• The examples provided show 
the creative pedagogy of LiS 
encouraging students to make 
change for sustainability 
demonstrating impact in their 
organisations, workplaces and 
communities 

 

 
• The value of contemplative 

practices can be seen through 
the student feedback thus 
supporting literature calling for 
this 

• Courage is demonstrated 
through the LiS students 
creativity projects and we 
propose is an essential capacity 
to develop for sustainability 
leadership 

 
 

 

4.1 What We Have Learnt about the 5 Cs of Leadership in 
Sustainability 

 

Collective Wisdom is shown to help guide students through extensive 
leadership literature, to touch on those elements that mean most to them. 
This process is assisted by the student needing to relate the wisdom they find 
most meaningful to an actual case study of failure or success in sustainability 
leadership. The experience often makes students go back to experience the 
literature more deeply. 

 

Conversations are held with people who we believe are champions at 
undertaking sustainability leadership. The conversations reveal difficult 
questions, often leading to sharing personal stories as well as battles to 
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change the system or a structure that needs changing. This leads to students 
wanting to understand the complexity of a leader’s internal journey and to 
build empathy for different stories. These conversations are often raw and 
vulnerable and emergent, a property of generative dialogue, which is a rarely 
used but valuable approach in education [7,37] 

 

Creativity is set up as a process for students to not only enjoy but to learn 
how the perspective of creativity shifts everyone away from seeing 
everything as fixed and unmoveable. An earlier paper in this journal about 
the LiS unit [27] (p. 5957) suggested: ‘At the core of this course is the 
understanding that just as the integration between ecological, social and 
economic elements is inherent in the practice of sustainability, so creativity 
is a necessary element in bringing sustainability and leadership together’. 
We still think this is the case. The creativity project draws on design 
thinking, encouraging the student to experience a rapid problem-solving 
process and learn that, like a picture tells a thousand words, a prototype can 
save 100 meetings. It also illuminates the power of dialogue, storytelling, 
emotional intelligence, connection and collaboration in creating change. 
The creativity project asks the student to invest in lateral thinking. For many, 
these concepts have rarely been put to work, certainly not in combination, 
in their own working life or in their role as a leader or change agent in an 
SME or any organization. 

 

Contemplation is not a frequent part of any university education. However, 
it has been critical to teaching leadership in sustainability. To equip the next 
generation, as well as current practitioners, with skills needed to effect 
change, we have learned from our own experience and the reflection of our 
participants that they need to build personal resilience as well as a creative 
mind set. This is essential as the ‘systems’ or organizations and institutions 
we work within tend to be cumbersome and structurally resistant to change, 
which can be daunting. Power and agency to make change in these systems 
rests in an awareness that we can shape systems and policies rather than just 
having them shape us. Their power over us exists simply because we fail to 
notice what they are doing to us, as Daniel Miller suggests [38] (p. 155). 
Students learn that changing systems can be based on how systems need to 
learn to ‘see themselves and sense themselves’, as Otto Scharmer says [39] 
(pers. comm.). This cannot be done unless there is a Contemplation process 
through which students learn how to sense and feel themselves within the 
systems they are immersed in. The importance of reflection as a pedagogy in 
supporting sustainability leadership development is found in other 
programs and is a key part of developing competencies required of 
sustainability graduates [7]. 
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Courage is about taking risk. Most education reinforces and rewards 
processes that lead to the present systems and practices, which are often 
highly unsustainable in terms of their outcomes in our economy and society, 
such as climate change and loss of biodiversity. Helping students to take 
risks is about learning to embrace failure and be brave enough to do things 
differently. Failure is often demonized in our culture, but it is in fact an 
essential part of any leadership process, and it is how we learn and iterate an 
idea. The creativity assignment in this unit often reveals this truth to the 
participants; the first iteration of their project may come up against a 
roadblock or fail in some way, from which a new version or direction often 
emerges that is more impactful or insightful than the first. The failure is 
necessary to learning, reflecting and creating. However, the ability to take 
risks mostly depends on being able to reflect and contemplate what deeper 
feelings about oneself that are getting in the way of taking risks. 

 

These five pillars overlap in their ability to help create leaders in 
sustainability. In a short, focused Master’s teaching unit, students can only 
just begin to see how they overlap and help them in their emerging careers. 
It is of course a ‘lifelong process of learning how we can be the 
transformation and realize our unique potential in a way that serves the 
wellbeing of all’ through developing a benefit mindset and practice [40] (p. 
499). 

 

4.2 What We Have Learnt about Course Design, Structure and 
Integration 

 

Finally, the way the teaching journey is structured—an introduction to 
Collective Wisdom, followed by Conversations with champions, then a 
Creativity project and finally the Contemplation work (social technologies of 
Theory U) leading to Courage to take risks based on a greater self- 
awareness—takes participants on a personal journey of transformation. 
There are always students who are not quite ready for this kind of change, 
and this challenge has been found in other transformational sustainability 
leadership programs [5]. Other students, however, are seeking such 
transformative education, and many at a Master’s level have already 
experienced enough to realize the need to begin an inward journey as well 
as learning tools and techniques. As the students move through the various 
elements of the course, they experience and apply, first-hand, the things we 
are teaching through the unit, so it is possible to see how they can begin the 
journey of application in their businesses, organizations and SMEs that they 
work for or would like to establish. Additionally, we see this come to life in 
their creativity project, which often takes a great deal of courage. The core 
objective is that these students will, at some point in their lives, have the 
courage to take the steps that begin a new kind of sustainability solution. 
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4.3 What We Have Learnt about Why an Innovative Sustainability 
Leadership Education Matters 

 

Higher education has the capacity to be a key part of the solution to our ‘un- 
sustainability’ and indeed societal transformation towards sustainability and 
must be a key part of social learning in its broadest sense [41]. The 
institutions, systems and paradigms within which much of our learning takes 
place, however, are indeed part of the problem, and the danger is that we 
keep reproducing the kind of graduates and thinking that have created our 
erroneous trajectory in the first place [2]. A grand re-think in terms of the 
way we learn, how we learn and what we learn is needed, and new ways for 
knowledge co-creation are being called for by many [3,4]. We have not 
solved all these issues, but LiS is a unit that challenges the norms of 
education and has provided a unique approach to encouraging sustainability 
leadership in its graduates for two decades. In this era, where the need for 
change toward sustainability is undeniable, we need transformational 
education that can support students as active participants in creating a 
sustainable world and being a part of the solution [42]. This unit is 
experiential as well as academic, and in inviting students to create change in 
their lives, workplaces and communities, it affirms that ‘the only way to 
understand something is through a comprehensive, collaborative attempt to 
change it’ [43] (p. 54). 

 

5. Conclusions 
 

Over the years of running and evolving this Master’s unit, Leadership in 
Sustainability, we have come to experience first-hand the transformative 
power of: 

 

a. Collective Wisdom from the ancient prophets and sages to the 
present wise collectivist leaders who seek common good outcomes; 

b. Conversations with people (champions) seeking to achieve 
sustainability and some of how they did it in practice; 

c. Creativity, which deeply touches people’s emotions and often 
untapped creative potential, providing new perspectives on 
sustainability issues; 

d. Contemplation that enables reflective approaches to touch the 
heart and soul of the issues we find ourselves struggling to resolve; 

e. Courage at a point of transition where we contemplate the risks of a 
life-changing move and make the decision to become a change 
agent. 

We have never found teaching Leadership in Sustainability to be anything 
other than an inspiring and deeply moving experience. 
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Creativity, Leadership and Education for 
Sustainability – A Creativity in Action Project to 
support student learning, action and impact for 

sustainability change 
 

Jayne Bryant 
 
 

Abstract 

The sustainability challenges of our time require engagement from all, and 
the potential for the arts and humanities to contribute has been undervalued 
and underutilized within sustainability science approaches. UNESCO sees 
education is seen as a key leverage point to shift society towards 
sustainability transformations however as with sustainability approaches in 
general, the potential of creativity and the arts remains untapped as a tool, 
topic, process, pedagogy and way of thinking. Inspired by a creativity 
assignment delivered in a Leadership in Sustainability course at Curtin 
University in Western Australia, this paper describes a Creativity in Action 
Project which was an assignment within the Advanced Leadership for 
Sustainability course at Blekinge Institute of Technology in Sweden. It was a 
year long course that ran through 2021. This paper articulates the purpose, 
design, pedagogy, content and learning process of the Creativity in Action 
Project and how it integrates the whole course. In brief, the students were 
invited to: “...explore the role creativity and/or the arts play, or could play, 
in expanding your thinking and in shifting paradigms that move people 
towards sustainability” and the intention of the project was to “...explore 
creative ways to enact change for sustainability in your lives or communities” 
through taking inspiration from artistic practices and processes. Through a 
feedback survey from the students, this study evaluates the project as a 
whole and identifies the key pedagogical elements that supported the 
students learning; what provided value and impact for the students; as well 
as discussing the challenges in doing such work. With permission from the 
students, this paper showcases some of the artistic and creative projects that 
the students completed. The intention of this paper is to provide educators 
and learning designers with inspiration and a practical, adaptable, and 
impactful creativity-based pedagogy for the development of sustainability 
leadership and key sustainability competencies that could be used and 
adapted to various contexts. It is hoped this will in turn support societal 
transition towards sustainability through empowering students to be 
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sustainability change agents by applying their creativity to solve a 
sustainability challenge in real life. 

 
 

Keywords: Creativity; Education for Sustainable Development (ESD); Key 
Sustainability Competencies; Leadership; Change Agent 
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1. Introduction 

The sustainability challenges of our time call for new ways of education that 
produces graduates capable of creatively approaching the many problems we 
face (UNESCO et al., 2020). It will require engagement from all, and the 
potential for the arts and humanities to contribute has been undervalued 
and underutilized within sustainability science approaches (Palsson et al., 
2013). To move towards a more sustainable society will require large scale 
transformations of our structures and systems and human agency, or 
leadership, is a key leverage point to do this (Abson et al., 2017; Bryant & 
Thomson, 2021). The change required within society will be one of social 
learning in its broadest sense (Barth & Michelsen, 2013) and with education 
as a key leverage point, much research has been produced to guide educators 
and practitioners on the key sustainability competencies required by 
graduates of sustainability education (Wiek, Withycombe, & Redman, 2011). 
More recent additions to this work introduce two newer competencies: the 
Implementation Competence (the ability to enact change for sustainability 
in the world), and the Intra-personal Competence (the ability to avoid 
burnout in implementing sustainability transformations through resilience- 
oriented self-care) (Redman & Wiek, 2021). Further research on the best ways 
to support the development of all of these competencies is still needed 
(Brundiers et al., 2021). As with sustainability approaches in general, the 
potential of creativity and the arts remains untapped as a tool, topic, process, 
pedagogy and way of thinking in Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) (Newman-Storen, 2014; Sandri, 2013). 

The Cambridge Dictionary online defines ‘creativity’ as: “the ability to 
produce or use original and unusual ideas” (UK) and adds the phrase “...or 
to make something new or imaginative” to the US version. Creativity has 
clear benefits for individuals and society and does not just play a role in the 
arts, invention and innovation but in our everyday lives (Runco, 2004). 
Research into creativity can be grouped into four main areas: the creative 
person; the creative process; the product that is the result; or press – which 
refers to the situational influences or environmental support for creativity 
(Runco, 2004, p. 664). This paper presents a pedagogy – a Creativity in 
Action Project (CAP) - which invited students to participate with the 
foundational assumption that all persons are creative in various ways and 
forms, and all have the ability to produce a creative product through a 
creative process. The press – the situational or environmental influences that 
often support creativity are “freedom, autonomy, good role models, 
resources (including time), encouragement for originality, freedom from 
criticism and norms in which innovation is prized and failure not fatal” (Witt 
& Beorkrem, 1989, pp. 31–32). These reflect the conditions that we attempted 
to create to support student learning about themselves, the role and value 
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creativity can play in addressing sustainability issues in their lives and work, 
and as a pedagogy to support the development of key sustainability 
competencies in the participants. 

 
 

1.1 Context and Background 

The Creativity in Action Project (CAP) was an assignment within the 
Advanced Leadership for Sustainability (ALfS) course at Blekinge Institute 
of Technology (BTH) in Sweden which ran through 2021. All students were 
required to be graduates of the Master’s in Strategic Leadership towards 
Sustainability (MSLS) to participate, and the ALfS course built on concepts 
and relationships that are incorporated in that program (see e.g., Bryant, 
Ayers, Missimer, & Broman, 2021). It was a stand-alone course delivered 
online and was worth 15 credit points. The CAP was worth 2.5 points of the 
total course and the other assignments were two “Written Portfolio” 
deliverables (10 credits), and a “Learner Led Session” (2.5 credits) where they 
researched and then taught in groups topics they were interested in, to the 
class. 

 
 

1.2 The CAP Assignment 

For this assignment students were invited to explore the role creativity 
and/or the arts play, or could play, in expanding their thinking, and shifting 
paradigms that move people towards sustainability. It encouraged them to 
play with new ways of enacting change using creativity and the arts for 
inspiration. The CAP was inspired by a similar creativity project conducted 
in a Leadership in Sustainability course which I have also been involved in 
co-designing and teaching at Curtin University in Western Australia (see: 
Mouritz et al., 2022; Newman-Storen, 2014). 

The deliverables for the CAP assignment were: 

• The CAP project itself 

• An individual Reflection Essay (500 words) on the lessons learnt in 
doing the CAP 

The CAP could be done individually or in small groups and could be: “a 
process or product or thing or event that you must be able to 
present/show/demonstrate to others”. In this project students were asked to 
use a unique and creative method to enact change for sustainability in some 
way: 

“...to play, learn, dance, prototype, paint, sing or just take inspiration 
from these artistic practices to enact change in a way that is unique, 
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novel and untried thus far for you. The intention of the project is to 
explore creative ways to enact change for sustainability in your lives 
or communities. Think of the output of this project as an exhibition 
which will be captured on a webpage on Canvas where you share 
your project and other students can read/see/experience your 
work.” 

Students were encouraged to stretch towards new ways of thinking, being 
and doing rather than producing an intervention or creative work of the 
utmost ‘quality’, ‘beauty’ or ‘success’. 

 
 

The pedagogical elements of delivering the project were: 

• The online learning platform used at BTH is ‘Canvas’ which is used 
for all teaching – both distance education (online learning) and face- 
to-face. BTH changed to Canvas in 2018 as it has been designed to 
support education both in person and at a distance. 

• The CAP content on Canvas included: 

o Introduction Video explaining assignment 

o One Required Reading (Newman-Storen, 2014) 

o Recommended Readings (Cameron, 1992; Jaworski & 
Flowers, 1996; Kagan & Kirchberg, 2016; Kajzer Mitchell & 
Walinga, 2017; Lozano, 2014; Molderez & Ceulemans, 2018; 
Palsson et al., 2013; Runco, 2004; Sandri, 2013) 

o Videos such as ‘Do Schools Kill Creativity?’ by Sir Ken 
Robinson; and 'Your Elusive Creative Genius' by Elizabeth 
Gilbert 

• Creativity in Action 2-hour online class sessions (March and 
September 2021) 

• One-on-one coaching sessions (offered at various times throughout 
the year) 

• An ‘Exhibition Space’ on Canvas where students shared their project 
and work 

• An ‘Exhibition/Showcasing Event’ at the end where students shared 
their projects and shared their lessons learned through doing the 
project. 

Grading was pass/fail and participation in the project (and presentation 
through images, a weblink or description of what they did on the Canvas 
webpage), and submission of a Reflection Essay were the criteria to pass. 
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2. Research Methods 

As a teacher and designer of this course and the CAP I identify as a ‘Reflective 
Practitioner’ (Schön, 2003). A primary goal of this study is to reflect on the 
work and course, to gather insight from participants and to offer the 
learnings for other educators of ESD. The primary data gathered include my 
own reflections from the experience of designing and teaching on the course; 
a 10-question survey which 21 out of 24 students responded to; and the 
artifacts of the creativity project shared predominantly as images. In this 
section I describe my own reflections which shaped the survey development 
so I will use the first person. 

Through facilitating the final Showcase/Exhibition and reading the 
Individual Reflection Essays which the students were required to reflect on 
their CAP, I noticed the joy and pride at overcoming challenges and 
stretching comfort zones. I observed courage in their actions and found it 
interesting how some focussed on ‘inner change’ (of themselves) and others 
focussed on trying to create change for sustainability outside themselves. A 
further deliverable for the course was for students to provided “Written 
Portfolios” which are also a reflective pedagogy (Ayers, Bryant, & Missimer, 
2020), some other teachers who were also teaching on the course told me 
how some of the students shared how important the creativity project was 
for them. This initial sense-making involving my own reflections on the CAP 
informed the design of the survey. The Survey consisted of 10 questions, 
predominantly open-ended questions with two quantitative questions. The 
24 students who completed the CAP were emailed and invited to participate 
and 21 responded. Information about the study was provided in the email 
and at the beginning of the survey and the first questions were regarding 
consent. Students were invited to share the images of their creativity projects 
for which they could choose to remain anonymous or be credited for their 
creative work. 

The main (open-ended) questions centred around: 

• Key Learnings: (e.g., ‘What were your key learnings from doing this 
Creativity in Action Project? Was it as you expected or were there 
unexpected learnings for you? How was your experience of making 
change for sustainability? What did you learn about it through this 
project?’) 

• Impact of the CAP: (e.g., ‘Could you describe your impact (or 
change) for sustainability through this Creativity in Action 
Project?’) 

There was one question which sought the participants’ evaluation of the 
pedagogical elements of the CAP project. It asked them to rate on a scale of 
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1-5 the extent to which they found the various pedagogical elements useful 
to (1 = not useful, 5 = extremely useful) and also asked an open-ended 
question inviting further comments and suggestions. 

The other quantitative question asked the students for their reflection on the 
possibility for the CAP to develop key sustainability competencies 
(Brundiers et al., 2021; Redman & Wiek, 2021). I had my own theories about 
what the project might support the development of, but I was curious to see 
the students’ perspectives as they are also professionals, and many of them 
familiar with the key sustainability competencies through MSLS and/or 
working in education for sustainability. This question was: 

“To what degree to you think the Creativity in Action Project is 
useful for the development of the following key sustainability 
competencies (e.g.: knowledge, skills, attitudes)? Please rate from 1 
- 5 (1 = not useful, 5 = extremely useful) 

And in the question defined the competencies as: 

1. Systems-Thinking: Ability to analyse complex systems and the 
impacts of sustainability action plans (strategies) and 
interventions (how they change systems and problems) 

2. Futures-Thinking: Ability to anticipate future states and 
dynamics of complex systems and sustainability problems and 
how sustainability action plans (and strategies) might play out 
in the future if implemented. 

3. Values-Thinking: Ability to apply sustainability values, 
principles, and goals to assess the sustainability of current 
and/or future states 

4. Strategic-Thinking: Ability to construct and test viable strategies 
(action plans) for interventions, transitions, and 
transformations toward sustainability. 

5. Implementation: Ability to put into action sustainability 
strategies and action plans, including implementation, 
adaptation, transfer and scaling, in effective and efficient ways. 

6. Inter-personal: Ability to collaborate successfully in inter- 
disciplinary and professional teams; and to involve diverse 
stakeholders, in meaningful and effective ways, in advancing 
sustainability transformations. 

7. Intra-personal: Ability to avoid personal health challenges and 
burnout in advancing sustainability transformations through 
resilience-oriented self-care (awareness and self-regulation). 
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8. Integration: Ability to apply collective problem-solving 
procedures to complex sustainability problems to develop 
strategies and successfully implement them, in collaborative 
and self-caring ways.” (Adapted from Redman and Wiek, 2021, 
p. 6) 

Participants were also asked for any further comments or thoughts on their 
choices in an open-ended format. 

As the majority of the data collected was qualitative (open-ended survey 
responses) the analysis was primarily done using thematic analysis - a 
method where the researcher can “get a feel for the whole text by living with 
it” and allows for “intuition and sensing, rather than being bound by hard 
and fast rules of analysis” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 440). This sense- 
making was first done with initial or open coding – whereby the researcher 
reads through the data line by line and makes codes or notes in the margin, 
followed by a second read through of the data with preconceived codes 
which the data is related to – a version of axial coding (Savin-Baden & Major, 
2013). With constant connection of the codes back to the literature themes 
were developed. A theme is a “unifying or dominant idea in the data and 
finding themes is the heart of the data analysis process” (Savin-Baden & 
Major, 2013, p. 427). The themes that were identified in this study are 
presented in the Results and Discussion section. 

 

 
3. Results and Discussion 

In this section some reflections on the course as a whole are presented, 
followed by a description of the key learnings that the students identified 
through their survey responses. After this will follow a discussion and 
showcasing of the impact, descriptions and images of the CAP projects; a 
discussion of the potential value of the project to build key sustainability 
competencies; an evaluation of the pedagogical elements of the CAP; and 
finally, recommendations for educators interested in applying the CAP in 
their own context. Direct quotes from participants are used to better 
illustrate findings in this study and are represented in italics and quotation 
marks. 

Reflections from participants on the project were extremely positive. The 
final question in the survey asked for any other reflections not shared 
already, and the vast majority of them said variations of “thank you”, and that 
this project gave them the “mandate” to do or complete something they had 
wanted to do but would not have otherwise taken the time. One response: 
“This was my favourite project of the year. I loved it so much. I learnt so much” 
and another who had struggled with the project along the way, described 
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how life changing the CAP was for her, discovering the many ways to 
approach sustainability that were more creative than her current life path: “I 
have started studying something new and completely different... thank you for 
helping me on this path!” Some described the challenges of doing the project 
– of stretching their comfort zones – and some had suggestions for 
improvements for future iterations. These will be discussed further below. 

 
 

3.1 Themes of Key Learnings through the CAP 

The key learnings identified by participants through the CAP can be summed 
up in four themes: 

• Communication - the value of artistic and creative expressions to 
communicate sustainability, and that communication is two-way 
(speaking and listening) 

• Concrete - the empowerment of ‘being embodied’ and creating 
something ‘concrete’ 

• Courage - the challenge of expanding comfort zones and the courage 
that requires 

• Creative thinking - the revelation of how many creative ways 
sustainability issues can be tackled. 

The benefit of creativity and the arts in improving communication for 
sustainability was mentioned by many respondents. Some described how 
they felt understood by others in ways they had not before: “others around 
me seemed to understand me and my vision more clearly” and “I learnt that 
making change for sustainability can be effectively achieved through creative 
means and sometimes it can be more impactful or it can resonate with a 
broader population than technical or academic language/theory”. One 
suggested that “...arts are a powerful language that speaks directly to the 
heart, not being so questioned by the rational mind”. Another responded that 
they learnt to talk about this dark and difficult topic of sustainability through 
engaging humour and laughter through in stand-up comedy training 
“...made me think a lot of how to talk about something that you love and 
believe in a different way”. Communication is of course two-way. There were 
other students who realized through the CAP of their need to listen more to 
others in their communication, to understand the perspective of others who 
they were hoping to influence and relax “... like I never relaxed in my life and 
abandon completely the selfish hope to change a system the way I want it”, to 
invite others in, and this realization “changed me a lot in terms of how I 
approach my change-maker role in the world”. Communication at its best 
requires the mouth and the ears, and of course only existing in relationship. 
The ability to both speak in mediums or “languages” that others understand 
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or engage with more easily, and to listen more openly to the world around 
and co-create a sustainable future are qualities much needed in us all. 

Many students used the word “concrete” to describe their key learnings 
through the CAP and how “grounding” it was to be “... using my hands, 
moving my body and using my creativity in something more concrete and 
tangible...”, and “...I believe these activities will support me doing my 
sustainability consultant work”. Another described it as empowering “... to 
see concretely things emerging that I have created myself. I felt my potentials 
as a human being/sustainability leader got nurtured”. The creation of 
something real and tangible in the world – a product – was a “mandate” 
through the assignment, but the realization of many students was around 
the intangible benefits and learnings of engaging in the process of creating a 
thing, and the application of this into their everyday lives and work. 

There are challenges of inviting students to stretch their comfort zones and 
engage in creativity and the arts and this requires courage. It became obvious 
that many have had bad experiences with this in the past – for example of 
being told by art teachers that they were not good at art or judged on the 
product, not encouraged in the process of creating. Others spoke of “not 
being particularly creative” and or not knowing where or how to start. In the 
class sessions, the one-on-one coaching sessions, in the CAP assignment 
description, the focus was on process, on expanding comfort zones with a 
playful attitude of trying something you have always wanted to, encouraging 
students to “stretch yourself towards new ways of thinking, being and doing 
rather than producing an intervention or creative work of the utmost 
‘quality’, ‘beauty’ or ‘success’”. Many mentioned the fact that assigning the 
project as a requirement was a way for them to push beyond their 
inhibitions, and then the realization that “creativity does not have to be 
perfect or good, it is just about starting it”. The lessons and the benefits of 
doing the work then opened up, mainly that there are many creative ways to 
tackle sustainability. Courage is an essential quality for sustainability change 
agents (Ayers, Missimer, & Bryant, 2020; Mouritz et al., 2022), and ‘building 
this muscle’ through the CAP is an additional benefit. 

 

Creative thinking about sustainability challenges is an essential quality 
moving forward (Newman-Storen, 2014; Patton, 2018). For many students an 
outcome of the CAP was the realization of the variety of ways that they can 
address sustainability challenges in their lives and work. One student said 

 

“By the end of the course, not only was I able to see the possibility of 
approaching sustainability in a different way as I was doing it, but 
also I saw the great potential for impact that a creative intervention 
can have when it is set in the direction of sustainability efforts. And at 



Paper F 

243 

 

 

a personal level but connected to what I was saying before the course 
broadened my perspective of what a creative endeavor is.” 

 
The CAP provided an opportunity to practice creativity and think creatively, 
expand their comfort zones though building courage, and produce a 
concrete intervention in their lives for sustainability. 

 
3.2 The Creativity Projects and their Impact 

There was a large variety of initiatives undertaken through the CAP, and the 
sheer diversity of approaches to solving sustainability challenges creatively 
was inspiring for many. To quote one survey participant the course “  made 
me see the possibility of approaching sustainability from other fields and 
disciplines...”. These projects took place all across the globe and often 
involved, parents, spouses, children, roommates, workplaces and 
neighbourhood and/or online communities. Examples of some of the 
projects include: 

• Making seasonal decorations with the family from things that come 
from nature and can go back to nature, reducing waste and 
increasing connection to and time spent out in nature (instead of 
buying them from the shops, often made far away and in plastic) 

• Crafting a compost bin out of recycled wood with the children in the 
hopes of teaching the family a “new normality” in which “. waste is 
a human concept and doesn’t exist in nature and shouldn’t exist in 
society” 

• Drawing and painting an image of an alternative future vison for an 
international environmentally and socially sustainable tourism 
facility in Zambia with this as a main economic force as opposed to 
the destructive copper mining that currently exists 

• Making handmade soaps and giving them away as presents with a 
sustainability message: “not having to buy plastic, knowing what is 
in it and not having micro plastics” 

• Cooking a “Carrot Greens Pesto” dinner for a group of diverse friends 
and discussing cultural differences around which parts of the 
vegetables you can eat, buying vegetables in plastic, and ways to 
reduce food waste. 

 

The images below showcase some of the projects. Figure 1 demonstrates the 
reuse of old clothes to give life to them with the hope to inspire others to 
make children’s clothes out of ones that are old and broken. Figure 2 shows 
a children's book co-created with the family in an attempt to communicate 
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what can be very complex sustainability concepts to children, with the hope 
of publishing the book and thus increasing its impact. Figure 3 shows a 
neighborhood engagement installation inspired by the story of the 
Hummingbird which does its part to put out a fire... or, make its world a 
little bit better. This project invited others in, to reflect and share, their 
hopes and “fires” as well as bringing beauty to some particularly “ugly and 
dirty parts of the neighbourhood”. Figure 4 presents a CAP using non- 
fungible tokens (NFTs) to register images of nature. This student was curious 
to learn more about “blockchain technology, decentralized finances, 
gamification and how we can hack this future tech world and use it for creating 
more positive impact for a more sustainable and just society”. The aim was to 
hack this new technology and connect people to nature this becoming more 
conscious of it and how it is constantly transforming before our eyes. 

 
 

 

 

Figure 1. New Life to Old Clothes by Sophie Vrolijk. 
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Figure 2. Children’s Book ‘1,2,3 Yeah for Sustainability!’ co-created with 
family (A. Jannink) 
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Figure 3. ‘We can all be Hummingbirds’ a neighbourhood engagement 
and visioning installation by Carlotta Cataldi. 

 

Figure 4. Nature Collection NFTs by Telma Gomes. 
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In describing the impact many of the students answered that what they had 
done was “not enough” or that they had hoped to have made more impact 
for sustainability on more people. One participant said: “I am unsure if I 
actually made much of a change but sometimes you can only see the effect of 
that later on”. But many of them also talked about the “little seeds planted” 
by their work, that it felt like a beginning of something new and their desire 
now to do more. 

 
 

3.3 Key Sustainability Competencies and the CAP 

Much academic literature has described and defined the Key Sustainability 
Competencies desirable for sustainability graduates and the most recent and 
well known and cited work describes 8 competencies (Brundiers et al., 2021; 
Redman & Wiek, 2021, 2021) which are articulated previously in the Methods 
section. In designing this project an intention held by the staff was to 
encourage the students to “go out and make change in the world”. An 
assumption I held was that students would find it beneficial support for 
Implementation competence – the ability to put into action sustainability 
strategies and action plans, including implementation, adaptation, transfer 
and scaling, in effective and efficient ways. The results which can be seen in 
Figure 5 show that most students did find the CAP supported the 
development of this competence, and indeed all the competences but 
particularly that the CAP assignment supported the development of their 
Intra-personal competence – one of the newer identified competences which 
speaks to the ability to avoid personal health challenges and burnout in 
advancing sustainability transitions; and Values thinking competence. 
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Figure 5. The Creativity in Action Project’s Support in Developing Key 
Sustainability Competencies According to Respondents. 

All 21 indicated they thought the CAP was “Useful”, “Very Useful”, or 
“Extremely Useful” to support development of the Intra-personal 
competence. As one of the ‘newest’ Key Sustainability Competencies, 
researchers still grapple with what the Intra-personal competence actually 
consists of (Brundiers et al., 2021; Redman & Wiek, 2021). A recent paper 
currently under review by Ayers, Missimer and Bryant called “The Dark 
Matter of Sustainability Leadership—Intrapersonal Competence for 
Sustainability” describes in more detail what these may be. Many of the key 
learnings identified by participants in the CAP are similar e.g.: Courage, 
flexibility and open-mindedness, the ability to let go, humility, to honour 
diverse perspectives, to cultivate optimism and hope are all elements 
represented in both, suggesting that the CAP is a useful pedagogy to support 
Intra-personal Competence development. 

Values thinking is the ability to apply sustainability values, principles, and 
goals to assess the sustainability of current and/or future states, and is 
suggested by some as a pre-curser to all the other sustainability 
competencies (Brundiers et al., 2021). One participant’s quote describes this 
exactly: “developing a creative project that is out of your comfort zone, 
contributes a great deal to knowing ourselves, knowing the values we hold, 
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what we care about, what moves our hearts and inspires us. This clarity can 
then be expressed in many activities or tasks that we do within the 
sustainability realm (strategies, planning, connecting to others, etc.)”. Figure 
5 shows respondents also see the CAP as a supportive pedagogy to develop 
this competence also. 

Brundiers et al. (2021) suggest learning objectives for educators to use that 
can support the development of the Key Sustainability Competencies. The 
results, impact and feedback of the participants in this study links the CAP 
with some of these learning objectives. One such example is the need to 
integrate values into scientific inquiry to counter the positivistic perception 
that values are outside of science. Achieving this desired learning objective 
to develop the values thinking competence can be seen in the CAP, with the 
integration of values into creatively solving sustainability problems. This can 
be seen from the results in Figure 5, and some of the quotes from the 
participants that have already been shared, who discuss the realization that 
they needed to clarify their own values, as well as engage with and listen to 
others to create a more sustainable world (in particular, see the section 3.1 
above on Communication). A further learning objective that is 
recommended is that sustainability is a solution-oriented field, and that it 
must be done with stakeholder engagement (Brundiers et al., 2021). The CAP 
scaffolds the learning of both of these objectives as it requires students to 
initiate a creative solution to a sustainability problem in their own lives and 
world. Although not essential to engage others in the creative process, the 
intended impact is on creative change on others. A learning for many 
through doing this project was of the need to invite others into the project 
or process, as the realization that the “selfish hope to change a system the way 
I want it” is not the way to make change in the world and was the inspiration 
for the beautiful community engagement ‘We can all be Hummingbirds’ 
creativity project. 

Results indicate that the CAP was experienced by most of the students as a 
useful assignment to develop the Key Sustainability Competencies, but it will 
of course depend on how people approach the project. As some students 
reflected, if the intention is to build these competencies, then framing the 
CAP with these in mind would allow the students to craft their projects 
accordingly. 

 
 

3.4 Pedagogical Elements of the CAP 

The feedback from the students suggests that doing the project, sharing the 
project with others and witnessing their projects were the most important 
parts for most respondents. Figure 6 outlines the responses in the order of 
the elements of the delivery of the CAP. 
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The main two recommendations for future iterations of the CAP are to have 
a more ongoing presence of the project throughout the year and to have 
“Creativity Coaching Buddies”. The course was year long (Jan 2021 – Jan 
2022). The CAP was introduced at the beginning of the course through an 
introduction video, and the webpage. There were two 2-hour class sessions 
focussing on the CAP in March and September 2021. The option to complete 
and submit the CAP was available the whole year, however there was only 
one final Showcase/Exhibition Event (online) which was at the end of the 
year coinciding with the due date for the CAP. This was mainly due to staff 
availability, and the fact that the project was a small part (2.5 credits) of a 
larger course (15 credits). One suggestion to provide a more ongoing 
presence of the CAP might be to have a mid-year Exhibition event where half 
or some students present. The class could be split into “batches”, one at the 
midway point and one at the end. Alternatively, prototypes could be shared 
at various points along the year. Making sure to remind students of the CAP 
in every online session (these happened once every fortnight) would also 
help. 

 

 

Figure 6. Pedagogical Elements to support student learning in the Creativity 
in Action Project and their ‘usefulness’. 

 
 

The “Creativity Coaching Buddies” or peer support structure is another way 
to help students keep each other motivated and moving towards something 
that for many will stretch them out of their comfort zones and require 
courage. As many expressed finding inspiration and learning from 
witnessing each other present their projects this sharing of those earlier in 
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the year could help inspire those still stuck on what to do. As the key learning 
is doing the project this might also support students who may not have made 
it to the end of the course and complete the CAP in case this was a factor in 
them not completing the course. 

This study looks at the CAP within a distance learning course, and it is worth 
noting that in the course which provided the inspiration is taught both face- 
to-face and online suggesting the pedagogy can be adapted to distance, face- 
to-face or hybrid settings (see: Mouritz et al., 2022; Newman-Storen, 2014). 

 
 

3.5 For Educators of Sustainability 
Creativity and sustainability are essentials for global and economic survival 
and for individual wellbeing (Jones, 2013) and the future of higher education 
requires educators across all disciplines to develop capacity in teaching 
sustainability (‘DECODE Sustainability – European Deans Council for 
Sustainable Development’, n.d.; GUNi Network, 2022). This paper presents 
a creativity-based assignment as a valuable pedagogy for educators for 
sustainability. The CAP is an assignment that could be used in many fields 
and disciplines with simple elements. From personal experience I can say 
that it is a pedagogy that can be used even if you don’t identify or feel 
‘creative’ yourself. Two students implemented a similar project for their own 
students to do.... which gave them courage to do more themselves! One 
responded that when watching their students in Russia and “how brave they 
were” in their creativity projects “...the idea started growing in me that me 
myself could also use this as an extra push to actually go to that open mike 
and try to write something”. By encouraging students to “use this project as a 
chance to do something that you maybe would never do...” the teacher’s 
courage grew. Thinking and literature around creativity proposes that the 
product must be something of value (Wreen, 2015) which brings up the 
questions of value to whom and evaluated by whom? This paper argues that 
the experience of engaging in creative work provides impact and benefits in 
both the inner and outer realm that are impossible to measure, and the 
process and press of challenging oneself to step outside one’s comfort zone 
and ‘get creative’ can be the gift in and of itself. 

 
 

4. Conclusions 

Education is seen as a key leverage point to shift society towards 
sustainability transformations however as with sustainability approaches in 
general, the potential of creativity and the arts remains untapped as a tool, 
topic, process, pedagogy and way of thinking in ESD. This paper presents a 
creativity-based assignment as a valuable pedagogy for educators, and 
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findings demonstrate realization of the students of the value of creative 
expressions as a tool for communicating sustainability; the empowerment of 
creating something ‘concrete’ and tangible; the courage of expanding 
comfort zones and the benefits of doing so; and the practice of creative 
thinking and the revelation of how many creative ways sustainability issues 
can be tackled. Descriptions and images of the projects are shared to provide 
concrete examples for inspiration and future iterations. The potential value 
of the CAP to build key sustainability competencies – particularly the newly 
identified Intra-personal competence is discussed. The intention of this 
study is to provide educators and learning designers with inspiration and a 
practical, adaptable, and impactful pedagogy for the development of 
sustainability leadership that could be used and adapted to various contexts 
and recommendations for educators interested in applying the CAP in their 
own context. It is hoped this will in turn support societal transition towards 
sustainability through empowering students to be sustainability change 
agents by applying their creativity to solve a sustainability challenge in real 
life. 
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Abstract 

This paper presents a case study about embedding sustainability into a local 
government in Perth, Western Australia, through the introduction of a 
sustainability policy and the accompanying education and culture change 
program. This longitudinal case study describes the approach and impact of 
the program initiated and delivered by internal officers between 2011-16. The 
use of personal experience, document review and staff interviews present an 
ethnography of a bureaucracy that casts some light upon the seldom seen 
inner workings of a local government organisation as it introduced a 
sustainability program over a period of more than five years. The case study 
provides evidence of the potential power of learning as a key leverage point 
for transformational sustainability change. 

 

Keywords: strategic sustainability, leverage points, organisational change, 
Education for Sustainable Development, local government, leadership. 
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Introduction 

Literature on sustainability transformations often highlights the importance 
of shifts within large and influential institutions, organisations and 
businesses to bring about wider societal change (Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2015; 
Miller et al., 2014; Waddell et al., 2015). The impact and need of such changes 
is well documented, but less common are descriptions of how this change 
might actually occur in practice (Macintyre et al., 2018; Perez Salgado et al., 
2018). This is especially the case within relatively opaque organisations such 
as government bureaucracies (Bernstein and Mertz, 2011). The purpose of 
this paper is to attempt to describe a process of organisational change toward 
sustainability within a local government and relate this to existing theories 
of change and in keeping with this special issue, particularly the concept of 
‘leverage points’ (Abson et al., 2017; Fischer and Riechers, 2019; Meadows and 
Wright, 2009). Donella Meadows' (2009) concept of Leverage Points helps 
identify places to intervene in a system for impactful change. In addressing 
the unsustainable trajectory of our society, Abson et al. (2017, p. 30) suggest 
"there is an urgent need to focus on less obvious but potentially far more 
powerful areas of intervention" and proposes to group the 12 leverage points 
identified by Meadows into 4 realms ranging from the shallowest to deepest 
leverage, they label these realm: parameters, feedbacks, design and intent. 
This paper focuses on intent, the deepest leverage point, which relates to: 
Changing the goals of the system, and changing mind-sets and paradigms 
(Abson et al., 2017; Fischer and Riechers, 2019). 

 

Learning represents one such powerful area of intervention as it is capable 
of shifting values and ultimately, through human agency, system intent. The 
power of learning as a key leverage point for societal transition towards 
sustainability has been previously described (Barth, 2015; Missimer and 
Connell, 2012; Rieckmann, 2012), however the value and potential 
contribution of education in sustainability transformations is undervalued 
as evidenced by our continued focus on technical fixes and standardised 
"smart" solutions. Education still holds much underutilised potential (Barth 
and Michelsen, 2013). Learning in its deepest sense could be argued to be a 
process whereby people transform or 'transcend paradigms' and see the 
world anew (Meyer and Land, 2005; Mezirow, 1997), thus learning is a key 
leverage point to shift institutions towards sustainability. 

 

The organisational change process as described here uses an internal 
learning program grounded in a ‘strategic sustainability’ approach (see 
Broman and Robèrt, 2017) and could be tailored to suit many other similar 
organisations. This paper considers the role of education as a leverage point 
within large organisations, specifically a local government. 
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Municipalities or local governments are organisations that have 
considerable societal impact and influence, and thus represent a key 
opportunity for sustainability transformations. They are traditionally 
conservative institutions and resistant to change because of their deeply 
embedded regulatory and cultural structures. Yet institutions are made by, 
and comprise of, human beings who have the capacity to learn, grow, change 
and who may even choose to lead sustainability initiatives. Typically, 
sustainability officers in the local government sector implement 
sustainability projects themselves (e.g. putting solar power on government 
buildings). These technical interventions, while highly tangible, are 
essentially shallow leverage points. In this case study, a sustainability policy 
and education programme in a local government is described whereby the 
goal was to find deep leverage points with the aim to shift the intent of the 
organisation by building the capacity of staff, individually and collectively, 
to make change for sustainability. Such an approach aligns with the leverage 
points view that a small shift in a complex system may lead to fundamental 
changes in the system as a whole, with many actors amplifying sustainability 
impact (see Figure 1). Each trained staff member (Sustainability Champion) 
could then go and use this sustainability capacity to implement change 
within their own field of influence amplifying impact (see Table 2 for the 
learning interventions and Table 3 for tangible examples of outcomes of the 
staff education). 

 
 

 
Figure 1. Learning as a key leverage point: Amplifying impact and shifting institutional 
intent through learning and capacity building of staff (adapted from Abson et al. 2017; 
Fischer and Riechers 2019). 
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Background: Local Government in Australia 
 

To better explain the organisational environment of the City of Canning it is 
useful to position it in the broader geographical and governmental context. 
The City of Canning (Canning) is not a ‘city’ as such, rather it is a local 
government area in Perth, Western Australia. Perth is home to two million 
people administered through 30 local governments in the metropolitan area. 
Canning is a relatively large local government by Perth standards covering 
64.8km2 with around 100,000 residents. 

 

Australia has three tiers of government – national, state and local. No federal 
jurisdiction exists over local governments in Australia, instead each of the 
six states and two territories delegates authority to smaller local government 
organisations through a state based local government legislation that covers 
roles and responsibilities, codes of conduct and other procedures. 

 
 

 

 
Figure 2. Conceptual diagram showing the high level composition of local government 
in Australia. 
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Yet, local government remains to many people an opaque monolith with 
obscure inner workings. Figure 2 illustrates the key components of an 
Australian local government. The elected members, sometimes referred to 
collectively as ‘the Council’ are the community facing political component of 
the local government. They comprise the governing board responsible for 
strategic direction and major decisions. ‘The administration’ or the 
bureaucracy comprises of professional staff, known as ‘officers’ who have 
varying levels of delegated authority, the Council determines this authority 
which ‘flows down’ to officers allowing them to make decisions and carry out 
duties (e.g. formulating strategies or delivering services). Information also 
‘flows up’ from the officers to the Council in the form of recommendations 
to be voted upon, in this sense officers have soft power to influence 
decisions. 

 

Only policy decisions ratified by the elected members are officially 
communicated to the public - this single voice of the administration 
perpetuates the image of the monolith, but the reality inside the 
administration is another story – like any organisation it is made up of 
humans. These officers comprise a cross section of society, they include 
managers and workers, a range of professional officers such as economists, 
ecologists, planners, gym instructors, gardeners, librarians and community 
social workers. A mass of life exists within the administrative monolith, and 
this case study presents a change management process that emerged from 
within the administration of Canning. At the time of this case study there 
were 1200 full-time equivalent staff employed as officers within the 
administration, each with agency. 

 

Methods & Approach 

This case study offers a narrative account of an organisational change 
process within Canning over a five year period. It was not originally designed 
as a research study but rather it seeks to tell the story of 'bureaucrats in the 
bureaucracy' as participants in a complex social system – the local 
government administration - and in this story the goal was to embed 
sustainability within the organisation. In this sense the authors acknowledge 
their privileged position as both academics and Canning employees at 
various times over the narrative period. According to Yin’s (2013) 
categorisation of case studies, this single case study is both revelatory and 
longitudinal. 

 

It is a revelatory case study in that it reveals something that isn't easily 
accessible or studied; as Bernstein and Mertz (2011) describe the need for 
more ethnography of bureaucracies to explore the hidden realm of 
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government institutions: "Scholars looking at the negotiation of power in 
state institutions often focus on situations with clear one-way flows and 
monologic communication—speeches, announcements—where one can 
distinguish the voices and the persons representing the state to its people... 
Few people investigate the main occupations of contemporary states: 
administration, regulation, delegation" (Bernstein and Mertz, 2011, p. 6). 
They continue: "Actual bureaucrats in actual bureaucracies, just like people 
in all sorts of other settings, constantly make decisions, interact with others, 
exceed their own control. As a lived social world, the administrative setting 
is not as drab and lifeless as it appears from the outside" (Bernstein and 
Mertz, 2011, p. 7). 

 

It is also a longitudinal case study, covering an educational change 
management program from mid-2011 through to 2016. During this period the 
primary author progressed through several relevant employment roles 
within the local government administration; originally as a Strategic Projects 
Officer, which through internal lobbying became the Sustainability 
Facilitator and then Sustainability Coordinator (with a Sustainability Officer 
position hired to assist). The second author was both employed within and 
then research collaborator to Canning from 2014-2016. In this sense we (the 
authors) relate to Bernstein and Mertz (2012) notion of "ethnographers of 
bureaucracies". This case study describes the experience of the authors from 
within the bureaucracy, including the actions of the primary author as 
Sustainability Facilitator in leading the sustainability education programs, 
policy change as well as the numerous other actors that catalysed internal 
organisational change over the study period. In addition to this approach, a 
follow up survey was conducted in 2019 providing an eight year window of 
insight into the organisation. In preparation of this paper, relevant 
documents from the administration were reviewed including the 
sustainability policy, the website, and a number of reports describing the 
sustainability activities and reporting over the study period, and a 2016 
report prepared by an independent consultant on sustainability initiatives 
within Canning. 

 

Background Study 
 

The primary authors' thesis "Being Human in the System: A journey into 
sustainability and local government in Perth, Western Australia" was treated 
as a background study. The thesis was prepared by the primary author of this 
paper in 2011-2012 as a part of a Master's Degree in Human Ecology at Lund 
University, Sweden, whilst also employed as a Strategic Projects Officer at 
Canning. The background study describes sustainability initiatives and 
opportunities within the municipality, as well as identifying the enablers and 
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barriers in moving Western Australian local governments towards 
sustainability. Critically, in the few years before the background study was 
written, the Western Australian Government had introduced a State 
Sustainability Strategy (SSS) (Western Australia, 2003) as a framework to 
promote sustainability in local government. The SSS led to a revision of the 
Western Australian Local Government Act (1995) through the introduction 
of an Integrated Planning and Reporting Framework (IPRF) (2010) requiring 
all local governments to conduct participatory community planning 
processes and show how this process linked to the creation of local 
sustainable communities. The background study (thesis) reviewed some of 
these processes using participant observation, document analysis, surveys of 
local government officers (16 respondents) and nine in-depth interviews 
with local government councillors, mayors and officers from 3 different 
councils in Perth: The Cities of Fremantle, Vincent and Canning. The results 
of this research used the Leverage Points concept to understand how 
sustainability was being integrated into Perth municipalities and to identify 
opportunities for places to make change within the local government system. 
This work informed a number of the approaches applied in the subsequent 
years as described in the Theoretical Frameworks section below. 

 

Evaluation of Sustainability Program 
 

To understand the impact and legacy of the work, a follow up survey was 
conducted in 2019 to complement the document analysis and the 
ethnographic approach. The survey was completed by 20 current and 
previous employees from across the organisation who were a part of the 
sustainability program at the City of Canning, one of which was the 
Sustainability Lead 2017-2018; another who was the Sustainability Lead at the 
Canning from 2018 and held the role at the time of the evaluation; and the 
Sustainability Officer who has been at the City of Canning the whole case 
study period and was in the role at the time of evaluation. Participants were 
asked to share their reflections on the program, and specifically to focus on: 
the key interventions, the key relationships or human elements, the 
education and training program and the legacy and impact that remains. 
Survey responses shaped the following sections, and direct quotes from 
survey participants have been incorporated throughout the text. 

 

Theoretical Frameworks 
 

Two complementary theoretical frameworks guided the thinking and 
approach in this organisational change program: Leverage Points (Meadows 
and  Wright,  2009);  and  the  Framework  for  Strategic  Sustainable 
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Development (FSSD) also known as The Natural Step (TNS) (Robèrt et al., 
2002). 

 

The background study from 2011-2012 predated the sustainability program at 
Canning. The purpose of the study was to identify which Leverage Points 
(Meadows and Wright, 2009) might be most effective in bringing about 
change in an Australian local government. The study acknowledged a range 
of possible Leverage Points - "...places of power for change within the system 
... From taxes and subsidies (leverage point 12) to promote solar power PV 
cells for the community, or increasing the transparency and accessibility of 
the information within the system (leverage point 5). New laws and 
legislations such the Carbon Tax, or the Integrated Planning and Reporting 
Framework can have a big influence on the system (leverage point 3). 
Effective community engagement and a more deliberative democracy 
approach can be powerful places to change (leverage point 4)" (Bryant, 2012, 
p. 47). But critically it identified that "... educating people about the how 
local government works, and making it more accessible to the general 
population is essential in us creating a more effective and sustainability- 
enabled system in Perth" (Bryant, 2012, p. 49). In keeping with Abson et al. 
(2017) the background study identifies the deepest leverage point as "... the 
human being within the system, the one that creates the system is 
recognized as the most powerful place of change. The human’s ability to 
recognize, change and transcend paradigms is the most effective lever to 
effect change" (Bryant, 2012, p. 48). 

 

The Leverage Points concept (Meadows and Wright, 2009) framed the need 
to shift the paradigms within which the organisation operates, the 
communication and information flow, the structures and systems that 
guided action, and the places of delegated authority and leverage. It outlined 
the need to energise and empower the people within the organisation to 
operate on all levels of the system for sustainable change and used 
collaboration and learning as a pathway to achieve this. Critically, the 
Leverage Points perspective brings in the human element of change within 
a system by highlighting teleology - the goals or thinking of the humans 
governing the system (Fischer and Riechers, 2019). 

 

This brings us to the second theoretical framework - the Framework for 
Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD). The FSSD provides a way to 
navigate complexity and move towards sustainability in a strategic and 
collaborative way, through a shared definition and a systematic approach. 
The key components of the FSSD (Robèrt et al., 2002) include: 
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• A funnel metaphor facilitating an understanding of the 
sustainability challenge and benefits of action towards 
sustainability; 

• A five-level model for structuring and clarifying the inter- 
relationships in complex systems (e.g. organisations); 

• A principled definition of sustainability useful as boundary 
conditions for backcasting planning and redesign for sustainability; 
and 

• An operational procedure (known as the "ABCD" process) which 
facilitates creative co-creation of strategic transitions towards 
sustainability (see Broman and Robèrt, 2017 for a detailed 
explanation of the FSSD approach). 

 

Also known by many as The Natural Step Framework, the FSSD is a holistic 
and systems thinking approach that has evolved through collaboration 
between businesses and scientists over the past three decades with the 
expressed aim to support organisations move towards sustainability. It has 
been used by numerous organisation (e.g.: IKEA, Volvo, Electrolux) and 
many local governments particularly in Sweden and Canada (Broman and 
Robèrt, 2017). Various sustainability models, approaches and frameworks 
could have been chosen for this work, but the FSSD developed by Robert 
(2002) with its strategic and systems-based approach was chosen for 
Canning. It was used as the foundation for the education and training 
program, the principles for the Sustainability Policy, and the "ABCD" 
strategic planning workshops for the Departmental Action Plans (see Table 
2 for more on this). Most significantly, the FSSD provided a shared language, 
definition and framing of Sustainability to align activities within the 
organisation. 

 

Case Study: Sustainability Program 2011-2016 

The sustainability initiatives at Canning which began in 2011 emerged from 
within the administration, not from a Mayor or Council. This is in stark 
contrast to stereotypical accounts of the machinations of bureaucracies. 
Although many of Canning's operations could be framed as sustainability, in 
2011 there was no position statement, no mention on the Canning's website, 
no policy, strategy or human resource dedicated to deliver sustainability. 
The baseline for this study was summed up by one respondent from the 2019 
evaluation survey: 

 

"There was no common will toward sustainability prior to the 
program or even a common set of knowledge or teleology of 
sustainability existing." 
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The case study coincided with a very tumultuous leadership period. Over 
five years from 2011 to 2016, the City of Canning experienced continuous 
change, including: 4 different Chief Executive Officers (one Acting CEO), 2 
completely different Councils; 2 sets of Commissioners; investigation of the 
Council and Administration and ultimately suspension of the Council; Local 
Government Reform which would see the Canning being cut into four pieces 
and cease to exist as an entity; and then cancellation of the Local 
Government Reform by the State Government. With all of this change at the 
top decision making level, consistent, long-term decision making was next 
to impossible for Canning. By comparison the administration remained 
relatively stable, to some degree this resilience is unsurprising because the 
values, procedures and direction of the administration are embedded in the 
institutional instruments and policies that give the administration direction. 

 

The following sections attempt to untangle the sometimes ‘messy’ inner 
workings of the bureaucracy (Lyles, 2014) and describe some of the key steps 
in the change process. 

 

 
Figure 3. Summary of key events in the creation of a Sustainability Program at 
the City of Canning 2011-2016. 

 

The following sections provide further description around these major 
events focussing on: 

 

• People - the humans in the system – the agency of internal actors 
within the bureaucracy 

• Policy – institutional instruments used to embed sustainability into 
the organisational structure and processes 

• Education Program - learning together as a key leverage point 
explains the methods used which build organisational capacity for 
further impact 

• Sustainability initiatives - the interventions and impacts of the 
Sustainability Champions and Representatives and Green Teams. 



Paper G 

269 

 

 

People - The Humans in the System 
 

It was an informal email to all staff by the primary author in a new role 
(Strategic Projects Officer) in the recently created City Futures department 
in 2011 that began the journey. The email went to the whole administration 
inviting anyone who wanted to be a part of creating a more sustainable 
Canning to come and meet for a cup of tea. This became a regular event every 
couple of months with several people (6-15) joining for informal meetings 
over the following year, all voluntarily and in addition to their regular work. 
It wasn't until 2013 that a formal Sustainability Facilitator position was 
created, and an email invitation from the new CEO formalised the 
'Sustainability Champion' group. Most of the original participants become a 
part of this cross-organisational group headed by the Sustainability 
Facilitator. The newly formed Sustainability Champions (Champions) group 
met regularly - about once a month - and were budgeted to work 4 hours a 
week on improving the sustainability within their work and team. They 
shared knowledge and research on ways to approach sustainability within 
local government. There were many other local governments that had 
sustainability strategies, goals or policies but usually positioned alongside or 
beneath the local government’s core strategic planning documents (e.g. an 
Environmental Plan or Strategy). The Champions saw embedding 
sustainability into the core organisational systems as the goal. 

 

The approach was collaborative, and the solutions were co-designed, but the 
responsibility rested with the Sustainability Facilitator to report to the 
Director City Futures and the Executive Management. The Director of City 
Futures was an active designer, supporter and champion of the program. 
This support and the importance of the relationships within the organisation 
to make change is identified in one of the 2019 survey respondents: "having 
relationships with people across the organisation and higher in the hierarchy 
was also very important to ensure initiatives were supported". This supportive 
leadership which created the space for a junior staff member to lobby for and 
create a coalition of change for sustainability could be referred to enabling 
leadership and is essential for co-creating solutions to complex problems in 
complex systems such as organisations (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). 

 

Another respondent from the survey identified the collaborative approach 
to defining the problem and creating solutions as key to creating impact: "the 
participatory approach that involved everyone on the journey to sustainability 
was also important in embedding change". 
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The following Table 1 gives an account of the key human resource roles 
actors that drove the processes of change within the administration over the 
case study period. 

 
Table 1. Key human resource roles within the Sustainability Program. 

 
 

Director City 
Futures 

Department director for strategic planning and community 
engagement, executive ‘sponsor’ of the sustainability team. 

 
 

Sustainability 
Facilitator/Team 

A full-time permanent Sustainability Facilitator position was 
created in 2013, and an Officer role was created in late 2014 
with the new financial resources Sustainability Reserve Fund 
($500K). It became a permanent position in December 2015. 
This team led the sustainability change process at the City. 

 
 

Sustainability 
Champions 

At first this term was used to identify the group who 
volunteered through CEO invitation to be a part of the team 
supporting sustainability change, and who underwent 
Strategic Sustainability Training. As the movement grew, it 
was used to identify any staff member who wanted to be a 
champion for sustainability and had completed or intended 
to undergo the training. 

 
 

Sustainability 
Representatives 

Each Department had a Sustainability Representative to 
support the Manager of the Department prepare a 
Departmental Sustainability Action Plan and sustainability 
aspects of the Business Unit Plan. There were 21 
Departments (or Business Units) within the organisation, 
each with a Manager who was responsible for a Business Unit 
Plan, and associated budget for operations and delivery of 
services. The Sustainability Policy required all Business Plans 
to address the sustainability principles by proposing 
departmental actions. Sustainability Representatives were 
appointed by their Manager and were in many cases 
Champions who had undergone Strategic Sustainability 
training. 

 
 

Green Teams Some departments had more than one Champion or 
Representative, and these groups formed Green Teams and 
worked together on actions and raising awareness within 
their departments and communities they served (e.g.: Aged 
Care Services held 'Plastic Free Morning Tea' for their 
community). 
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Policy - Institutional Instruments 
 

The sustainability team and Champions were seeking ways to embed 
sustainability into the organisation and identified a sustainability policy as 
an essential tool to support the change. Written by the Sustainability 
Facilitator and the Director City Futures, the Sustainability Policy mandated 
an integrated approach to embed sustainability into core council processes 
through the Integrated Planning and Reporting Framework (e.g.: 
sustainability actions were required in each department's Business Unit 
Plans, Departmental Workshops created Sustainability Action Plans); and 
into decision-making tools such as the Council Reports. It also mandated 
that training and capacity building of staff to achieve this. 

 

The policy, adapted the Brundtland (1987) definition of sustainability as "...a 
journey towards development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs and 
is achieved by developing policies and practices that ultimately meet the 
sustainability principles". The four sustainability priniciples of the FSSD 
were included as part of the Sustainability Policy (2014) which required staff 
within the organisation to work towards reducing and eventually 
eliminating: 

 

1. Fossil fuel dependence and wasteful use of scarce metals and minerals; 
2. Reliance upon persistent chemicals and wasteful use of synthetic 

substances; 
3. Encroachment upon nature (e.g. land, water, wildlife, bushland, soil, 

ecosystems); 
4. Conditions that systematically undermine people’s ability to meet 

their basic human needs. (Sustainability Policy CM194, Adopted at 
the Ordinary Council Meeting 18/3/2014 CR-012-14). 

5.  

The education program, described in the next section, was designed to help 
staff achieve this. 

 
 
 

Education Program - Learning Together as a Key Leverage 
Point 

 

In transdisciplinary research the need for shared understanding of concepts 
is well documented (Lang et al., 2012). The role of educational science and 
the importance of learning in this process is an undervalued function (Barth 
and Michelsen, 2013). In this case, the training of the Champions in the FSSD 
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provided a shared language to aid collaboration. Of the education program, 
one survey respondent said: "It was very important as it helped people grasp 
a concept that can be interpreted in different ways, is nebulous and complex. 
Education provided an opportunity to 'talk the same language' when 
addressing sustainability - people could see how it relates to their work and 
how they can change - empowered people to act and share the sustainability 
beyond their group." 

 

This shared language and understanding helped create an environment 
where people could work across traditional disciplinary boundaries. 
Boundary spanners refer to individuals who act as a bridge between fields, 
who develop "effective relational and interpersonal competencies to develop 
mutual understanding, trust and respect" (Bögel et al 2019, p.361). The 
appointment of the Sustainability Facilitator by a supportive CEO, resourced 
a boundary spanner (Bögel et al., 2019) to work vertically across hierarchical 
levels of the organisation (i.e. engaging with the CEO, Elected members, 
department managers, officers and workers), and horizontally across 
departmental silos to generate interest within the organisation, and finally 
coach, empower and educate others to become Boundary Spanners. The 
importance of this was highlighted by one of the survey respondents for: 

"...it's 'multi-pronged' approach to embed sustainable thinking: 

1) top down, working with council & executive to build support & 
understanding 

2) the bottom up among staff with casual & formal learning, 
capacity building & project reflection/reporting in & 

3) community aspects that both allowed the community to 
inform the city, & education to the community." 

The application of this dedicated Sustainability Facilitator to offer training 
and to co-ordinate networks and meetings, provided a level of curated and 
integrated interaction that would be unlikely to result from one off (internal 
or external) training. To this extent the training set the foundations upon 
which to build a co-ordinated network of change agents within the 
organisation who could mutually support each other and learn together. 

 

The sustainability program provided multiple learning interventions (see 
Table 2) to build a culture of support and normalise sustainability across 
organisational business objectives. A key example of this is the educational 
sustainability video which as well as being available on-line was introduced 
to all new employees as part of an induction program 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qtbmxhdguIU). 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qtbmxhdguIU)
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Table 2: Key learning interventions co-ordinated by the sustainability team. 
 

Learning 

based 
Intervention 

What Purpose For who? 

Strategic 1, 2 or 3 full day training in To build organisational Administration staff 

Sustainability core concepts of strategic capacity through from across the 

Training sustainability based in The 
Natural Step /Framework 

for Strategic Sustainable 

education of the 
Sustainability 

Champions 

hierarchy. Some 
Executives, managers 

and officers. 

 Development (FSSD) in 
2014 and 2016 

 Sustainability Officers, 
or councillors in other 

municipalities and 

Community 

Departmental Each manager and To educate staff on how Staff within the 

Workshops Sustainability 
Representative would 

collaborate to invite key 

staff from their department 

to go through a Strategic 
Sustainability Planning 

to use the sustainability 
principles in their day to 

day work, to support the 

Managers in identifying 

and implementing 
sustainability initiatives 

organisation. The 
intention was that each 

of the 21 Departments 

within the organisation 

underwent this training. 
These trainings ranged 

 "ABCD" process with the 
outcome being a 

Sustainability Action Plan 

within their own 
department, and to 

create a Sustainability 
Action Plan that the 

Sustainability 

Representative from that 

department was 

responsible for reporting 

on 

from 5 staff to 35 staff 

Business 2 hour workshop to educate To embed sustainability Business Unit Managers 

Planning and support managers from into the operational and often a Sustainability 

Workshops across the organisation to 
address sustainability 

principles in their annual 

Business Plans 

processes and connect 
sustainability actions to 

budgets and deliverables 

Champion or 
Representative from their 

department 

Induction The Sustainability Raise awareness and New employees to the 

Training Facilitator would present the 
sustainability program, 

using the sustainability 

educational video 

build a culture of 
sustainability by 

normalising it. 

City underwent a day of 
orientation and induction 

training. 

Executive 15 minute opportunities to Gain support from key Executive Leadership 

Leadership 

Team 

Meetings 

present, pitch and discuss 
suggestions for the 

sustainability program 

decision makers to 
embed sustainability 

into the organisation. 
Provide updates. 

Team 

Executive 3 hour training by The To build capacity of key Executive and Senior 

Training Natural Step (TNS) New 
Zealand consultant 

conducted in 2014 

decision maker in 
Strategic Sustainability 

(FSSD/TNS) 

Managers 

Councillor 1 hour workshop with the To share sustainability Councillors, Mayor, 

Training/ new Council in 2016 on program with Council CEO and Executive 

workshop Strategic Sustainability and 
Climate Change 

and assess their intention 
for next steps 

Leadership Team 

Lunch and 

Learns 

Lunchtime sessions for staff 

to learn about various topics 

such as: Sustainable Money 
or Living without Plastic 

To raise interest, share 

knowledge and build 

community amongst 

All staff 
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  staff about sustainability 
topics 

 

Integrated This was a 1 hour To share the approach of Representatives from 

Planning presentation and discussion integrating Strategic local governments from 

Committee 

event 

held in 2015 Sustainability into the 
core business process at 
Canning. Build support 

through coalition of 

councils and normalise 

sustainability as core to 

local government 

across Western Australia 
who were involved in 
sharing knowledge and 

lessons learnt about 

implementing the 

Integrated Planning and 

Reporting Framework 

(IPRF) 

Sustainability This was a presentation and To share the approach of Representatives from 

Officers discussion at the SONG integrating Strategic local governments from 

Networking event on the Canning Sustainability into the across Western Australia 

Group 

(SONG) event 

sustainability approach IPRF process at Canning who were involved in 
sharing knowledge and 

lessons learnt about 
sustainability 

Sustainability 10 minute educational video To educate, celebrate All staff. Used at 

Video on sustainability and the and create a learning induction training, 

 City of Canning's principles resource that was 
independent of staff time 

and could become 

embedded into the 

system 

widely available for 
community also. Used in 

all Departmental 

Workshops as a way to 

encourage staff to add to 

the things that council is 
already doing towards 

sustainability, and 

identify gaps and actions 

Sustainability Every three months To celebrate build a Staff wide presentation 

Star Awards Sustainability Star Awards culture of sustainability, (100+) people 

 were presented to 
individuals or teams to 

celebrate initiatives and 
successes. They motivated 

action and highlighted 

sustainability activity 

throughout the organisation 

celebrate and normalise 
it 

 

Community Adult educational program, Building capacity of Some of the participants 

Education examples of these offerings 
were courses on how to start 

staff and community 
was a key intention of 

from these community 
programs became active 

 your own social enterprise, 
how to live more 

sustainably, and Nyoongar 

Storytelling evenings with 

indigenous elders 

the sustainability 
program 

in the community as 
leaders and stepped into 

roles such as the 

Sustainability and 

Environment Advisory 

Group which was formed 
in 2015 providing 

representation to Council 

on such topics 

 
 

The myriad of educational programs and awareness raising interventions 
aimed to create an environment conducive to action for sustainability. 
Through the Strategic Sustainability training the Sustainability Champions 
were also able to function as translators speaking their disciplinary language 
(e.g.: engineering, environmental science, public health etc), as well as 
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sustainability. The shared language and sustainability frame of reference 
helped them navigate cross-organisational spaces, share knowledge and co- 
create solutions. They could translate, teach and empower within their own 
departments and teams and were coached to lead initiatives towards 
sustainability. As their capacity and empowerment through the education, 
training and culture change process increased the Champions, 
Representatives and Green Teams led sustainability change and a ripple 
effect was created (see Figure 4). 

 

 
Figure 4. Amplification of sustainability education through the ripple effect of 
Sustainability Champions as knowledge disseminators throughout the organisation 
and beyond to sustainability impact in wider society. 

 

Sustainability Initiatives 
 

The ripple effect of the education, awareness raising and capacity building 
resulted in many sustainability initiatives and impacts which were delivered 
by numerous Sustainability Champions throughout the organisation. 
According to one survey participant: 

 

"Capacity was built and this correlates with the tangible 
sustainability achievements such as geothermal bore, Utility 
Revolving Fund, solar expansion, staff hiring etc that would lead 
to resource savings and program delivery that are still today 
being sustained." 

 

Examples of these initiatives can be found in Table 3 below. 
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Leisure Facilities Department (manages the community swimming pools and gyms) 

Table 3. Example sustainability initiatives. 
 

Action Description 

 

 
Utility Revolving Fund – 
to invest in water and 
energy efficiency 

• Financial savings (around AU$120,000 / year) resulting from 
these investments are returned to the Fund to provide for 
further efficiency improvements and ensuing financial 
sustainability. The Utility Revolving Fund has resulted in: 

o Installation of solar hot water units in City buildings; 
o Installation of solar panels on City buildings; 
o Installation of water efficient showerheads and taps at the 

Cannington and Riverton Leisureplex’ and Civic and 
Administration Centre 

o LED lighting upgrade at the Riverton Leisureplex and the 
Civic and Administration Centre Carpark 

o Modifications to the timing of air-conditioning within the 
Civic and Administration Centre. 

 
Resource reduction 

• Asphalt for new roads and resurfacing contain a minimum of 
5-7% recycled container glass and 10% recycled asphalt 

• Use of 100% recycled road base 
• Use of concrete tyre baled retaining walls 

• Use of warm mix for asphalt instead of hot mix reducing 
energy consumption by 35% 

 
Energy efficiency 

• Default power saving settings on all computers 

 
 

Resource reduction • Global default printing settings to double sided in black and 
white 

• increased desktop PCs life from 3 to 4 years 

• extended monitor life cycle 

• loan laptops for meeting rooms. 

 
Waste reduction 

 
Vertical gardens and 
implemented 

• composting bins 
• recycling bins 

 
 

Energy efficiency • Air conditioning systems readjusted to switch off after hours 

 

Transport • Purchased bicycle fleet for staff transport 

 

Organisation wide 

Construction services 

Information services 

Care Services Department (includes disability and aged care housing and support) 



Paper G 

277 

 

 

Planning services 

 
 

Energy efficiency • Centres certification (see utility revolving fund above) 
• Amended air conditioner settings to reduce energy 

consumption 

• Turning off machines and lights when not in use to save on 
energy 

 

Renewable energy • Geothermal  bore  for  swimming  pool  heating  energy 
reductions 

• Solar panels 

Water efficiency • ‘Waterwise’ Aquatic centre (see utility revolving fund above) 
 

Paper reduction • 90% paper reduction and increased customer service through 
an online application tool and paper reduction 
communication processes 

 

 
 

Discussion 

Given that there was no sustainability program in 2011 a lot was achieved in 
advancing sustainability within the organisation over the following five years 
– as evidenced by the sustainability initiatives in Table 3. In August 2016 an 
independent consultant was commissioned to prepare a summary report of 
sustainability at the City and wrote that, ‘the capacity building approach 
leverages action and results for sustainability across different departments 
and functions through the training and development of 70 Sustainability 
Champions and 21 Sustainability Representatives, across 21 Departments. This 
network effectively multiplies the impact of the sustainability team in a way 
that could not realistically be replicated through the addition of staff in the 
team’ (McManus, 2016). 

 

All survey respondents were positive about the program and examples can 
be added to the assessment made by McManus (2016). Some survey 
responses related the policy to the education and training, 

 

"Without these first steps of education and training, it would not 
have gained the traction required to get it moving. The policy was 
crucial and beginning the establishment of sustainability in the 
city. The policy found its way into Council Reports and Business 
Unit Plans. It became front and centre in day to day management 
of the business." 

 

But perhaps the most common response related to the empowering nature 
of the sustainability mandate, the invitation to become change agents with a 
network of colleagues and access to education and support to do this. In 
some sense the training becomes invisible, yet we argue it was central to the 
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actions that followed, for creating the conditions for change, for changing 
the intent of the organisation. Using the FSSD as the foundation, the training 
set a common language, a framework for action and defined sustainability as 
a boundary object within which officers were challenged to define actions to 
enable a transition to occur, both within the organisation but also in the 
broader local government community. 

 

"...the program created the conditions for initiatives and projects 
to emerge with less opposition or even support at a time where 
projects were often rejected and not supported. In this sense the 
period was very much establishing, setting up and embedding. 
This was the accomplishment and impact." 

 

This supports Fischer and Reicher’s "chains of leverage" (2019, p. 4) concept 
which describes the interaction across the interventions and how one type 
of change can precipitate another, and the impact this can have on 
embedding sustainability change into organisational systems and culture. 
Participatory, collaborative approaches that allow people to collectively 
create the futures they want to support can build powerful alliances due to a 
strong sense of shared purpose. 

 

"To me it is not necessarily the individual or chosen tactics that 
had the biggest effect but rather that these were highly visible, 
broadly consulted and wide reaching. It seems that this is what 
gave the sustainability program the foundations it needed to 
endure in turbulent times then and the times that followed (in 
another round of institutional change in 2016/17/18). This 
visibility and embedded approach were effective in normalising 
sustainability objectives, bringing it to front of mind for many 
staff thus creating the conditions for sustainability to be an 
acceptable community and business priority." 

 

Bureaucratic ethnographers Bernstein and Mertz (2011) explore the 
intersection of human agency and change in the everyday lifeworlds of 
bureaucrats: "Indeed, in terms of their effects on the everyday life that 
anthropologists care about, the point-like rulings handed down by courts 
and the staccato tap of legislative enactments can’t compare to the ongoing 
work of creating and implementing regulations (of land use or of emissions, 
for example) or of wilfully neglecting and ignoring those regulations, 
keeping up services (like garbage collection) and structures (like bridges) or 
letting them stumble and crumble, following through with promised 
projects (for creating parks or paving roads) or forgetting about them." 
(Bernstein and Mertz, 2011, p. 7) 
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In this case study the sustainability movement emerged from within the 
organisation by an officer who initiated a conversation. There is a possibility 
that individual characteristics or competencies played a role in the success 
of the program as proposed by many sustainability educational researchers 
(e.g.: Wiek et al., 2011), as well as leadership theories that propose that it is 
less the what or the how of the change, but the the who - the "intervenor" 
that is the essential factor in leading change (Scharmer, 2007; Scharmer and 
Yukelson, 2015; Senge et al., 2005). This sentiment is captured in the 
feedback: 

 

"Although I agree that the ‘education’ / ‘learning’ was key in the 
success of moving the organisation towards a more sustainable 
culture, I do think that a key component is the driving force, 
YOU! The effectiveness of the training and the champions was 
dependent on the success of the person driving it." 

 

Although not within the scope of this account, this is an indicator for future 
research needed. What this case study does do, is demonstrate that under 
the right circumstances, and with supportive enabling leadership (Uhl-Bien 
et al., 2007) change for sustainability can originate from anywhere. 

 

In this case study, embedding organisational sustainability was a co- 
ordinated process that had the education of individuals within the 
bureaucracy at its heart. The focus of this social and organisational learning 
intervention was on "facilitating and moderating learning processes rather 
than teaching" (Barth and Michelsen, 2013, p. 112). The staff’s existing 
positions provided the agency to act on this knowledge. Education was the 
key leverage point, while a strategic, systematic and holistic sustainability 
framework (in this case the FSSD) created a shared understanding 
(boundary object) to guide sustainability changes (Barth and Michelsen, 
2013), encouraging staff to think outside their disciplinary and bureaucratic 
silos, to discuss the interconnections with other departments, and create "... 
learning environments in which such shared understandings can be 
developed collaboratively" (Barth and Michelsen, 2013, p. 114). 

 

Conclusion 

The City of Canning case study demonstrates that educational programs 
within institutions have the potential to be powerful catalysts for change and 
considerable impact can occur within a relatively short timeframe. Building 
capacity and empowering staff amplifies impact. In this case it would be very 
unlikely that even with the very best efforts that a small sustainability team 
could have the same impact as 70 Sustainability Champions. Investment in 
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an education program to shift culture was a powerful leverage point that has 
had, and continues to exert, considerable positive sustainability impact 
within this large municipality. 

 

The evaluation survey highlights the importance of the internalised 
sustainability program and education process to build knowledge and 
capacity within the staff. The education process was coupled with a mandate 
for the Sustainability Champions to seek out opportunities for 
improvements. These internal ‘change agents’ were supported by the 
Sustainability Team, enabling leaders, but also each other, creating a culture 
of collaborative learning with a network of likeminded officers and 
supported through a designed programme of activities, events and meetings. 

 

The internal shift toward increased sustainability may not be easily ‘seen’ by 
those outside the opaque monolith of the administration, however, it can be 
witnessed in the many sustainability initiatives that resulted from this 
internal sustainability program. Many local government actors, both inside 
and outside the administration worked together to achieve this change in 
organisational intent, but the initiative for change originated inside the 
administration, the result of the internal agency of actors within the 
administration - boundary spanners and change agents – the humans in the 
system. 
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ABSTRACT 

The global challenges of our time are unprecedent- 

ed and urgent action for transformation is needed of 

our systems, policies, institutions and ways of thinking. 

Education of sustainability leaders is one of the key 

leverage points to achieve this and many claim that 

learning on an individual, organisational and societal 

scale is required for society’s successful transitioning 

towards sustainability. 

In this relatively new field, practitioners and schol- 

ars grapple with what best promotes development of 

sustainability leadership, and with what competencies, 

capacities and transformative outcomes educators 

should be aiming to develop.The aim of this work was 

therefore to establish an improved understanding of 

this and to find recommendations for educators with 

ambitions to create systems change for sustainability 

by building the capacity of people to be sustainability 

leaders. 

As an educator and facilitator of sustainability work 

for over a decade, working at the crossroads of edu- 

cation for sustainability leadership; organisational and 

community change, lecturing on leadership for sus- 

tainability in Australia and currently being Co-Direc- 

tor of the Master’s in Strategic Leadership towards 

Sustainability (MSLS) program in Sweden, I have rest- 

ed this thesis firmly within an action-oriented trans- 

formation research paradigm in which the only way 

to understand a system is through a comprehensive 

attempt to change it. Seven cases of sustainability 

leadership education are presented. Methods include 

surveys with open questions; workshops; interviews; 

document analysis; and, ethnographic field work. 

The thesis provides support for design of sustainabil- 

ity leadership education through the following out- 

comes: 

• Recommendations and improvements on a Typolo- 

gy for Transformative Learning to guide educators 

 
 

in designing and assessing transformative sustaina- 

bility leadership education; 

• Eight Intrapersonal Capacities that may provide a 

map of the Intrapersonal Competence. These are: 

Hold complexity, Foster a learners mindset, Deeply 

value others, Let be, Show up as one’s full self, Reg- 

ulate and manage the self, Persist with lightness and 

Ensure one’s wellbeing; 

• Suggestions that the integration of the components 

of community, place, content, pedagogy and disori- 

entation with hope and agency can provide syner- 

gistic reinforcement of the sustainability transfor- 

mation required; 

• Examples of reflection and dialogue as well as cre- 

ativity and the arts as pedagogies and skills for sus- 

tainability leaders; 

• Added evidence that learning can be a key leverage 

point for sustainability transformations by present- 

ing outcomes and impacts of sustainability educa- 

tion programs where students attempted to make 

change in their work or world through creativity 

projects; 

• Outcomes and impacts of an organisation change 

program within a local government which used 

education to empower sustainability leaders who 

then themselves created sustainability outcomes 

and impacts; 

• Identified challenges of education for sustainability 

leadership from the perspective of students, learn- 

ing designers and facilitators of the studied edu- 

cation programs. Challenges within sustainability 

education more broadly are also presented. 

With those outcomes, the thesis contributes to the 

body of knowledge concerned with building capacity 

of human beings to facilitate strategic sustainable de- 

velopment work. 
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