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Introduction

The United Nations’ Decade of Education 
for Sustainable Development (DESD) has 
put renewed focus on not only what we 
need to learn and teach in the field of sus-
tainable development, but also how we learn 
and teach about sustainable development. In 
this context, skills that sustainability-literate 
individuals or leaders in the field of sustain-
able development should possess have been 
discussed as well as the best pedagogical 
methods for conveying these skills. This 
paper first reviews the skills and best-prac-
tice pedagogical methods and then turns 
to a case study to investigate how these 
methods might be implemented in order to 
ensure that the target groups develop the 
desired skills.
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Sustainability Leadership Skills 

The focus on employability of students upon 
graduation has led to a greater emphasis on 
outcomes-based education or competen-
cies of students and has led to a discussion 
of the competencies that should be required 
of students graduating in the field of sus-
tainable development. Tilbury and Cook1 
discuss five key competencies for sustain-
ability graduates; de Haan2  delineates eight, 
termed Gestalt competencies (German: 
Gestaltkompetenzen). This concept describes 
a set of key competencies that “enable active, 
reflective and co-operative participation 
toward sustainable development … and 
are learnable but not teachable” (p. 418).3 
Another set of competencies was discussed 
in a roundtable with practitioners in the 

Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) field convened by the journal Sustain-
ability: The Journal of Record;4 another set 
was put forward by the International Society 
for Sustainability Professionals (ISSP), based 
on a survey from practitioners.5 More sets 
have been elaborated by Svanström et al.,6 
Segalàs et al.,7 and Thomas and Nicita.8 In a 
recent Blekinge Institute of Technology 
(BTH) master’s thesis Cabeza-Erikson et 
al.9 specifically examine the leadership 
capacities for sustainability. Official orga-
nizations have also put together lists: the 
French national commission for UNESCO 
in their report on training actors for sus-
tainable development,10 UNESCO in their 
review of contexts and structures for the 
DESD,11 and the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD),12 
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whose slightly broader list is proposed as 
skills for the 21st century. The comprehen-
sive Egan review for the U.K. government 
discusses in depth which skills and com-
petencies are needed to move sustainable 
communities forward.13 Most of these sets 
highlight critical, strategic, analytical, and 
systematic thinking abilities as well as sev-
eral competencies for working in diverse 
teams and additional personal skills such as 
the ability to reflect, or deal with complexity. 
One report by Meehan and Thomas14 focuses 
specifically on the ability to work in teams. 
Table 1 gives an overview of the competen-
cies and will be used later as the basis for 
discussion.

It is clear that the categories are in many ways 
overlapping and that, of course, there are 
nuances, which are emphasized differently 
by different actors. For example, Thomas and 
Nicita,8 Egan,13 and the OECD12 all mention 
leadership skills, but do not elaborate what 
this would entail. Similarly, Thomas and 
Nicita8 mention interpersonal skills, which 
could cover many of the skills listed in Table 
1, but was not indicated as such because it 
seemed too vague. In addition, UNESCO 
also mentioned the ability to clarify one’s 
own values and to deal with crisis and risk;11 
Svanström et al. named challenging the 
process appropriately;6 Thomas and Nicita8 

listed the ability to work independently (as 
well as in teams) and the roundtable,4 among 
others, discussed the ability to deal well with 
finances on a more practical level. Overall, 
the ISSP5 concluded that, based on their 
survey results, soft skills such as commu-
nication ability and motivating others were 
more important than so-called hard skills 
like strategic thinking.

Pedagogical Approaches 
to Sustainable Development
In addition to the what of ESD, the pedago-
gies of how to teach and learn in the field 
of sustainable development have gained 
increasing attention. The Barcelona Dec-
laration on Engineering Education in Sus-
tainable Development calls for a review 
of teaching and learning techniques.15 

Similarly, a conference on the focus of the 
research agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment (SD) ranked the impact of teaching 
and learning methods as the highest prior-
ity.16 There is also a large debate in the field 
as to whether a complete transformation of 
the education sector is necessary in order 
for ESD to be successful.17-20 The following 

Table 1. Overview of Skill Sets
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Ways of Thinking
 Critical thinking

 Systems thinking

 Futures-oriented thinking

 Strategic thinking

 Interdisciplinary ways of working

Working with Others
 Inspiring a shared vision

 Teamwork 

 Working in multicultural 
 (diverse) settings

 Networking, building alliances

 Participatory skills, decision making
 
 Conflict resolution skills/consensus 
 building 

 Communication skills
 
 Focusing on process, dialogue, 
 listening

 Enabling/Motivating others to 
 act/participate

 Catalyzing/managing change

Personal Skills

 Ability to reflect/self-evaluate 
 (alone and in a group) 

 Capacity for empathy, compassion, 
 solidarity

 Ability to constantly renew energy
 
 Dealing with complexity and 
 uncertainty

 Practical problem-solving/
 management/planning skills

 Commitment to learn/develop

 Creativity

 Inspiration/hope/can-do attitude
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The concept of Gestalt competencies specifies the need for reflection on individual and 
cultural mental models.
Svanström et al. list the ability to be resilient.
Cabeza-Erikson et al. and Svanström et al. list emotional intelligence specifically. 
Sustainability: The Journal of Record lists the ability to improvise, adapt, and improve.

1)

2)
3)
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section reviews the pedagogical approaches 
discussed in the field. 

Lifelong Learning has been intensively dis-
cussed in the official UNESCO strategy for 
the DESD11,21-22 and in engineering educa-
tion.23-24 The concept of lifelong learning 
states that learning is not confined to offi-
cial education in the younger years, but that 
learning takes place, and should take place, 
at all ages in all different situations (formal, 
informal, and nonformal). According to the 
European Union, in order to facilitate this 
approach, there needs to be a focus on learn-
ing to learn, which is also anchored in the 
Bologna Process.25-26

Social Learning (sometimes referred to 
as collaborative learning), another peda-
gogical concept often discussed in connec-
tion with ESD,27-36 focuses on the idea that 
we learn best in interactions with others 
when we learn with and through them.37-38 
Lipman39 claims that democratic and col-
laborative “communities of enquiry” best 
facilitate this learning. Luksa and Sieben-
hünerb40 add that this approach requires 
interaction of diverse groups and stakehold-
ers. In the context of ESD, social learning 
has been described as the most appropriate 
and even necessary process.41-43 There are 
several reasons for this. When people learn 
together, the collective knowledge and skills 
are far greater than what can be achieved by 
an individual. Mastery of SD clearly needs 
large amounts of knowledge and competen-
cies and therefore collective learning efforts 
seem the most efficient. Additionally, reflec-
tive and critical thinking are essential com-
petencies for sustainability practitioners and 
they are best trained in situations in which 
there are multiple viewpoints and assump-
tions are challenged. Finally, new world 
views, like the ones needed for sustainable 
development, are more easily formed in this 
setting.44-45

Problem-Based Learning (PBL) is another 
approach that has been widely discussed 
in the literature.46-52 PBL is based on the 
idea that learning occurs when students 
are given real-life, complex problems. Since 
real problems help students put their learn-
ing into practice and see its relevance, the 
method can result in higher student engage-
ment and also better learning.50, 53-54 The 
approach tends to be particularly effective 
when applied in teams of learners55-56 and 
also resembles the real world more closely 
since sustainable development work often 

requires transdisciplinary teams and the 
cross-fertilization of knowledge.57-59 PBL is 
often connected to social learning as it “pro-
motes the idea that nothing is ever learned 
to finality, that there exists too much for any 
one person to learn, and that tasks need to 
be shared among students” (p. 161).52

Active and Experiential Learning is 
also featured in the literature55,60-65 with a 
focus on the responsibility of the learner 
for his/her own learning, and as the term 
suggests, on the active participation of the 
learner. Calder and Clugston claim that 
this approach enhances the development 
of the critical thinking skills necessary 
for addressing issues of sustainability.66 
De Graaff et al. discuss active learning as a 
means to address the learning to learn aspect 
of lifelong learning.24 Similarly, experiential 
learning describes the approach of learn-
ing by doing. Many argue that this method 
provides a richer educational experience 
than a traditional lecture-style approach 
because students become more personally 
involved and learning becomes a discovery 
process,67-68 specifically for ESD.18,69 

Transformative or Transformational 
Learning is another term often used in con-
nection with ESD,6, 70-73 but there does not 
seem to be much literature on how this ap-
proach has been concretely incorporated 
into course design.72 Transformative learn-
ing means “becoming critically aware of 
one’s own tacit assumptions and expecta-
tions and those of others and assessing their 
relevance for making an interpretation” (p. 
4)74 as the highest level of learning, rather 
than just remembering information or being 
able to critically analyze it.

Empowerment, understood as enabling 
someone to act, is also often discussed in the 
ESD literature.75-79 Stapp80 asks: “How do we 
develop curricula and instructional strate-
gies that emphasize the global component of 
local environmental issues, but do not over-
whelm students or cause them to lose hope? 
How can we educate and empower students 
to take action on local issues while simulta-
neously developing within them an interna-
tional cross-cultural perspective? How can 
we best encourage this first generation of tru-
ly planetary citizens to assume responsibility 
for their shared home?” (p. 184). Holden et 
al.81 discuss the empowerment of students in 
the classroom specifically through the use of 
some of above-mentioned pedagogies in a 
course on green building. Stapp80 asserts that 

“carefully guided and properly focused, the 
problem-solving and action-taking compo-
nents can be an empowering experience for 
both teachers and students” (p. 190). Evitts 
et al., based on their interviews, discuss the 
need for a positive approach and empower-
ment of learners. The overwhelming nature 
of sustainability work makes it essential that 
the learning is always linked to action and 
conveys the feeling that the learner can do 
something about the situation.20

Dialogue Education is specifically designed 
for adult learning. Vella82 outlines 15 prin-
ciples based on the idea that adults have 
enough life experience to be in dialogue 
with anyone and will learn best in relation 
to that life experience. Some of Vella’s prin-
ciples are: safety/safe spaces for the learner, 
conducting an assessment of the actual 
learning needs of the students, incorporat-
ing different learning styles, the need of rel-
evancy for the learner, and the importance 
of team work. Dialogue education is specifi-
cally used by the Natural Step organization 
in their workshop design.

Constructivist Approaches 
and Student-Centered Learning

Loeber et al. sum up83 that ESD is best 
achieved through “action-oriented processes 
of learning that take place in regular societal 
contexts rather than in formal educational 
settings” (p. 85). Segalàs et al.84 come to a 
similar conclusion; their study shows that 
students achieve better cognitive learning 
results and acquire a broader  knowledge 
in the realm of SD when more community-
oriented, active, and constructive-learning 
pedagogical approaches are applied. The 
theory of constructivist education explains 
that learning is a process of construction of 
and confrontation with meaning, and that 
this meaning construction occurs in a social 
context. Biggs and Tang85 state: “Learners 
construct knowledge with their own activi-
ties, building on what they already know. 
Teaching is not a matter of transmitting, 
but of engaging students in active learning, 
building their knowledge in terms of what 
they already understand” (p. 21).  In this 
vein, the above-mentioned approaches share 
the main idea that students learn based on 
their own context and that in order to be 
interested in the learning, the content needs 
to be relevant and meaningful to them 
(either because it is connected to their 
prior experience or will be needed in their 
immediate future). ESD is therefore an 
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inherently student-centered process in 
which the instructor’s role is that of a 
facilitator, coach, or guide.86-89 Literature 
on transformative learning for sustainabil-
ity especially emphasizes that teachers need 
to have gone through a process of trans-
formation themselves,20 that they should 
use dialogic methods for teaching and de-
sign learning processes that allow for self-
understanding and empowerment of the stu-
dent,74 and that above all “those who teach 
consider themselves learners as well” (p. 
49).70 According to Wals and Blaze Corcor-
an,71 “Education for sustainability, above all, 
means the creation of space for transforma-
tive social learning” (p. 107). Terry Link in 
the roundtable convened by Sustainability: 
The Journal of Record sums up the situation 
aptly:4

Having discussed the skills needed for sus-
tainability leadership and the pedagogical 
approaches that might facilitate them, this 
paper now examines a case study, the mas-
ter’s in Strategic Leadership towards Sus-
tainability program, to look at how these 
ideas are implemented in the realities of an 
accredited master’s-level educational 
program.

The Strategic Leadership 
toward Sustainability (MSLS) 
Program (Case Study)

Since the 1990s, BTH has integrated sus-
tainability aspects into all engineering 
degrees. In 2004 it launched the inter-
national transdisciplinary master’s in 
Strategic Leadership towards Sustainabil-
ity (MSLS) program (see also Waldron and 
Leung90). Each year the program welcomes 
approximately 60 students, who in total 

have represented more than 50 countries. 
The program aims to attract early- to mid-
career professionals, and has welcomed 
participants from ages 22 to 61 from a vast 
array of personal and professional back-
grounds. This 10-month program aims to 
develop leaders who will be able to address 
the ever-increasing sustainability challenge. 
It combines a robust scientific framework 
for planning and decision making toward 
sustainability (known as the Framework 
for Strategic Sustainable Development, 
or the Natural Step Framework), with 
the personal and organizational leader-
ship skills needed to energize large-scale 
societal change. As of June 2012, the pro-
gram will have graduated eight cohorts, 
totaling more than 400 students.

Method

The MSLS program is used as a case study in 
two ways. Using the best-practice pedagogi-
cal approaches presented above, the authors 
analyzed if and how the specific pedagogi-
cal approaches have been incorporated into 
the design of the MSLS program. Discussion 
with past and present MSLS program staff 
helped the authors to ensure a thorough 
analysis. Secondly, MSLS program alumni 
were surveyed to discern to what degree 
the aforementioned sustainability leader-
ship skills successfully evolved during their 
participation in the MSLS program, and 
where possible, which specific design ele-
ments contributed to the overall success or 
impact of the program. The survey was con-
ducted using online survey software (Survey 
Monkey Pro) and attempts were made to 
contact all alumni from all past years using 
e-mail, group listserves, word of mouth, and 
other MSLS-specific social media platforms. 
Results were compiled directly via the online 
survey platform, which allowed the authors 
to check responses, validate directly with 
the individuals where in question, and then 
summarize the findings.

Results

The results section explores the key find-
ings in the following order. First, the MSLS 
program is described, showing how many 
of the best-practice pedagogical approaches 
have been incorporated. Where appropri-
ate, quotations from the alumni survey are 
used as a supplement when their comments 
were linked directly to the pedagogical 
approaches. Following that, a summary of 

the results of the MSLS program alumni 
survey is presented, which reveals to what 
degree the sustainability leadership skills 
were actually strengthened. Thus, the results 
section follows the sequence of design and 
then output, to attempt to show a correlation 
between intent and achieved goals.

Pedagogical Approaches 
of the MSLS program
Overview. While the authors of this paper 
agree with much of the literature that argues 
for a paradigm shift in the way that we teach 
and learn regarding ESD, they also believe 
that much can be achieved within the cur-
rent academic and pedagogical system. The 
MSLS program can be viewed as an example 
of this. As previously mentioned, the pro-
gram focuses on two themes. The first is a 
planning and decision-making framework 
for moving toward sustainability, known 
as the Framework for Strategic Sustainable 
Development (FSSD). The second theme 
is organizational learning and change—
inquiring into how to use both personal 
and collective leadership to help energize 
change. 

The MSLS program is structured around a 
model of five learning loops or circles; as 
the program progresses, students “circle” 
around a set of core aspects, each time gain-
ing increasing depth and complexity. The 
Swedish educational system includes four 
learning periods, each approximately two 
months long. In period 1 (learning circles 
1-3), all students take the course Introduc-
tion to Strategic Leadership towards Sus-
tainability (15 credits). In period 2 (learning 
circle 4), all students take the course Strate-
gic Management for Sustainability (7.5 cred-
its) and choose either Advanced Societal 
Leadership or Engineering for a Sustainable 
Society (each of these electives is 7.5 credits). 
Finally, periods 3 and 4 (learning circle 5) 
are allocated to a thesis project, conducted 
in small groups of 3 or 4 students each.

The role of staff shifts in a conscious and 
explicit manner, from teaching, i.e., provid-
ing information in period 1, to coaching, i.e., 
allowing the students to apply the informa-
tion while giving explicit guidance or cor-
rection as needed in period 2, to advising, 
i.e., allowing the students to take the lead on 
seeking out new information and cases to 
apply their core knowledge in periods 3 and 
4 (see Figure 1). 

I don’t mean this in any disrespect, but I 
don’t think any of us know what the heck 
we’re doing. That’s a good, honest first 
place to begin, because what we need is 
a transformation, not a tinkering around 
the edges, but a total transformation of 
how we organize ourselves to accomplish 
what it is we want to accomplish in the 
world. When we can create the environ-
ments that nurture the space for many 
others to come together, then we’re mov-
ing in a direction that we have to go in. 
Otherwise ... I think we end up defend-
ing turf spots as opposed to opening up 
the creative possibilities that are out there 
(p. 235).
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Starting in 2007, a personal leadership thread 
was incorporated into the program design. 
This leadership thread is aimed at providing 
additional personal skills, such as giving and 
receiving feedback, active and deep listen-
ing, and presentation skills, among others. 
While not officially its own course, the lead-
ership thread sessions are clearly articulated 
as such to the students—distinguished from 
other course sessions—and in line with the 
overall approach of the staff, students are 
encouraged to take more of a lead to develop 
and/or arrange their desired sessions as the 
academic year progresses. 

At the time of writing, the entire core staff 
team (program director, course leads, and 
program assistants) are all MSLS program 
alumni. Content experts are brought in 
to hold lectures and facilitate workshops, 
primarily during periods 1 and 2 where 
the sharing of knowledge and experience is 
most appropriate. The program advertises 
and strives for a nontraditional learning 
environment with self-directed learning, 
co-learning, and co-creation explicitly 
emphasized. As an example, the first day 
and a half of the program is built around 
an Open Space session where students 
self-organize to discuss and report on how 
they will work together and what their 
aims are for the subsequent 10 months. 
The vast majority of the assignments, includ-
ing the final thesis project, are conducted in 
teams.

During the introduction session to the pro-
gram (day 1), the key learning and teach-
ing approaches are shared, including the 
two themes, the learning circles, the role of 
the staff, and the invitation to co-create the 
year ahead. The staff articulate early on that 
the year will include a large degree of peer 
learning, and in fact, that the staff will often 
be learning from the students. This is later 
repeated to the students at various points 
throughout the program. Transparency and 
openness are considered core values of the 
program team.

An aspect deemed critical by the program 
staff, but not necessarily communicated 
explicitly to the students is the focus on 
creating a safe space. This means that mis-
takes are viewed as learning opportunities, 
appreciative inquiry is used, and open and 
honest feedback is given with a view to help-
ing others to achieve their greatest potential. 
The staff aim to lead by example at all times, 
demonstrating care, compassion, and open-
ness. Additionally, the staff members are 
encouraged to host and attend social events, 
creating a degree of camaraderie with the 
students.

Assignments and exams are constructed in a 
manner that requires the application rather 
than memorization of core knowledge. Both 
also incorporate the explicit task of reflec-
tion, both personally and within the group, 
using debriefs of lessons learned, feedback 

to their peers, and even self-grading against 
their own learning objectives. (See also Wal-
dron and Leung90 for a discussion of the 
MSLS program and its design within the 
years 2004-2008.)

Application of pedagogical theories. This 
section examines the MSLS program in 
relation to the pedagogical theories previ-
ously referenced. It is constructed from 
assessments by the authors and other cur-
rent and former staff members. Although 
pedagogical approaches were not extensively 
surveyed from the MSLS program alumni, 
some comments are included here when 
they clearly link to specific methods and 
provide supplementary information.

Lifelong learning is implicit in many ways, 
not the least of which is that the learning 
circles (see Figure 1) continue even after the 
program is officially over; learners are never 
given the impression that they will learn all 
of either of the two themes while being at 
the master’s program. Continual learning 
and progressively drilling deeper into areas 
of interest is a tenet of the overall approach 
of the program. When choosing assignment 
topics, students are encouraged to seek out 
areas in which they would like to deepen 
their knowledge. As a program aiming to 
instill a transdisciplinary way of thinking in 
the students, the intent is to provide a man-
ner of synthesis of ideas, often gained from 
others (persons or disciplines, or both). One 
respondent in the survey noted: “I found the 
program focus to be more on synthesizing 
(putting together) than analyzing (picking 
apart). That’s a good thing!” Another reflect-
ed: “Since the challenges, tools, concepts and 
approaches in SD are continually changing, I 
can’t ever say that I know a sufficient amount 
of information. We’ll always be learning. 
I can say that I have a strong enough base 
that I’m comfortable with what I don’t know, 
and find that I’m able to ask good questions, 
and have good conversations with people to 
learn about new approaches/tools/concepts, 
etc., which is indispensable in this field.” 

One could argue furthermore, that from a 
constructivist/student-centered approach, 
the ability to synthesize ideas, reflect on 
them, and apply them in new ways is the 
highest form of learning, often resulting in 
transformational learning. Another sur-
vey respondent summarized the transfor-
mational and lifelong learning (as well as 
social learning) approaches nicely: “Circum-
stances in which we study at MSLS put us 

Figure 1. Overall MSLS approach

A Framework for
Strategic 

Sustainable
Development

(FSSD)

Ability to 
ENERGIZE change

(organizational 
learning and 
leadership)

Learning Circles:
1. Week 1: Overview
2. Week 2: Core Concepts
3. Week 3-8: In-depth 
    on key issues
4. Months 3-4: Application
    practice
5. Months 5-9: Thesis 
project

Role of Staff:
  a. Teaching
  b. Coaching
  c. Advising

Two themes, integrated through five learning circles
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in a situation where we, the class, build the 
community from scratch—planting seeds of 
our dreams and desires of a desired commu-
nity we all would like to be part of. MSLS is 
more than formal education—it is a way of 
living, it is a community of committed peo-
ple, it is a possibility to practice living your 
dream, so when you leave MSLS you would 
repeat the case again, and again, and again! 
Thank you for the incredible experience!”

Social learning (collaborative learning) is 
key ingredient in the program. As described 
earlier, nearly every assignment is conduct-
ed in groups, beginning with a group Open 
Space assignment on day 1, through to the 
completion of a group thesis project in the 
final periods. Not only do these assignments 
facilitate social learning, but they are also 
designed to incorporate problem-based 
learning. For example, in the mandatory 
class Strategic Management for Sustainabil-
ity, student groups work directly with a real 
organization of their choice to assess and 
make recommendations for the organiza-
tion’s future steps toward sustainability. Stu-
dents use each others’ strengths and back-
grounds to build solid recommendations to 
begin to solve the problem of the sustain-
ability challenge for these organizations.

Projects such as these also display charac-
teristics of active/experiential learning, by 
working directly with an organization to 
solve its challenges, and empowerment, by 
having the opportunity to choose organiza-
tions and attempt to apply theory to practice 
while being coached and guided by oth-
ers. When looking at the survey results, it 
stood out to the authors that the students 
thought both social learning and problem-
based learning were especially important 
to the overall success of the program: 47% 
ranked social learning as a “Very Positive” 
aspect of program, 43% ranked it as “Criti-
cal/Essential.”91 For problem-based learning 
40% deemed it to be “Very Positive,” and a 
further 40% deemed it “Critical/Essential.” 
One commenter, responding to the capaci-
ties learned, added the suggestion “being 
a contributor to a movement and network 
(not just a passenger).”
Dialogue and dialogue education are pres-
ent both implicitly and explicitly within the 
program design. By the very nature of group 
assignments, dialogue is a key requirement 
to arrive at a successful group product. The 
program also incorporates two separate Dia-
logue Café sessions throughout the year, in 

addition to the day-and-half Open Space 
session at the program kickoff, allowing the 
students to engage in dialogue, set common 
goals, identify their learning needs, and 
work together to build solutions. Further-
more, in certain courses and assignments, 
such as the Advanced Societal Leadership 
course, students are invited to set their own 
learning goals for the course, and then assess 
their own performance as a small portion of 
their final course grade. This allows the stu-
dents to take control of their own learning 
(which is also an important aspect of life-
long learning, transformative learning, and 
empowerment) and then practice reflecting 
on their own achievements. Additionally, 
many of the group assignments incorporate 
peer evaluation and/or feedback as well as 
group debrief sessions after the projects are 
completed. When asked about the impact 
of specific design elements, respondents 
appeared to strongly support the pedagogi-
cal design connected to transdisciplinar-
ity and diversity of opinions, with 92% of 
students selecting either “Very Positive” or 
“Critical/Essential” for “group projects” and 
94% selecting those categories for “diversity 
of MSLS participants.”

Based on the results, the authors feel con-
fident that all pedagogical theories are ad-
dressed in some way (often in many different 
ways) throughout the MSLS program. As a 
way to determine if the design actually leads 
to creating the appropriate space for individ-
ual skill enhancement, the authors under-
took an alumni survey, specifically related to 
the sustainability leadership skills outlined 
in the introduction. The results follow. 

Alumni Survey Results

Of the 306 program participants (alumni),92 
142 online surveys were entered, of which 
128 (90%) were deemed completed. There 
was a good sampling from all classes; the re-
sponse rate varied from 16 responses from 
the graduating classes of 2005 and 2007, up 
to 40 responses from 2010.

The survey asked: “Did your participation in 
the MSLS program enhance or develop these 
ways of thinking?” In the results, almost all 
Ways of Thinking listed in Table 1 were 
reported to have been positively enhanced,93 

showing results of 94-97% each. Only “Criti-
cal Thinking” stood out at slightly lower in 
impact (total of 81% positive impact), where 
many students (24%) deemed that they 
“Were already quite good at this, and there-

fore there was little room for improvement”; 
39% deemed that this skill was “Somewhat 
enhanced” and a further 23% deemed it was 
“Greatly enhanced.” One respondent made 
an interesting point: “The greatest improve-
ment to me was to be able to take all of these 
ways of thinking and put them together all 
at once over a specific challenge without 
becoming totally overwhelmed.”

Related to skills connected to working with 
others, positive impact was identified by a 
high majority (more than three-quarters of 
respondents). The most strongly enhanced 
were “Ability to inspire or create a shared 
vision with others” (combined positive 
impact of 93%), the “Ability to work in 
diverse groups” (92%) and “Ability to attend 
to the group/team processes” (90%). The 
least enhanced was the “Ability to resolve 
conflicts” (76% positive impact) and “Ability 
to motivate others to act or participate” (79% 
positive impact). One alumnus noted, the 
“biggest learning for me was that collabora-
tion is needed in a world where we strategi-
cally move closer towards sustainability even 
in circumstances of competition and yet it is 
most likely one of our biggest challenges.”

When considering personal skills, the vast 
majority of these skills were reportedly 
enhanced for 79-89% of the respondents. 
The most obvious outlier was related to 
“Ability to find ways to renew one’s energy,” 
which was deemed by only 59% to be posi-
tively impacted (41% “Not enhanced”). The 
highest positive impacts of participation in 
the MSLS program were seen in the catego-
ries of “Ability to reflect on group processes” 
(89%), “Ability to deal with complexity and 
uncertainty in an effective manner” (88%), 
“Ability to solve problems, manage proj-
ects, and carry out plans” (87%) followed by 
“Ability to empathize, develop compassion, 
and/or show solidarity with others” (84%), 
“Ability to reflect on your own performance, 
behavior, reactions, etc. (e.g., via self-eval-
uation)” (83%), and “Ability to find hope 
and/or maintain personal motivation and 
inspiration” (78%). “I did really enjoy the 
optimistic, change-is-possible, inspirational 
aspects of the program. With a background 
in political science and environmental stud-
ies, the doom and gloom of my prior educa-
tion—the program was a breath of fresh air 
in that regard,” said one graduate. Another 
stated, “One of the main things I took away 
from MSLS was that there are many, many 
wonderful and motivated people who care 
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for humanity and the planet, which helped 
to decrease any doom-and-gloom mentality 
that I had periodically experienced before.”

The authors assessed other skills, not spe-
cific to ESD, but rather to general employ-
ability. The most highly reported enhanced 
skills were “Formal and informal presen-
tation skills” (speaking in front of others; 
92%), and “Facilitation skills” (ability to run/
guide/host/moderate meetings, workshops, 
or other group sessions; 90%). Employment 
after graduation was also surveyed, indi-
cating that at least half of the respondents 
were able to find meaningful work within 
six months of graduation.94 Two-thirds of 
the respondents reported that participa-
tion in the program allowed them to change 
industries, fields, jobs, or roles in a way that 
was good for their professional develop-
ment, and three-quarters of the respondents 
reported that their current employment 
was relevant or related to what they studied 
within the MSLS program.

When asked about their overall experience 
within the MSLS program, 2% stated that is 
was “Neutral,” 23% stated that it was “Good,” 
and 75% rated it “Excellent.” Words to 
describe the program were “incredible,” 
“most meaningful year of my life,” and “has a 
magical element to it that a survey or words 
just can’t describe.” Table 2 gives more results 
related to overall impact. 

Discussion and Conclusions

The results of this study seem to indicate 
that it is indeed possible to incorporate all 
the various recommended pedagogical 
approaches/theories found in the literature 
within an accredited program, while adher-
ing to many of the common requirements 
of today’s academic institutions. This study 
also seems to indicate that the alumni of the 
Strategic Leadership towards Sustainabil-
ity program have had positive experiences, 
enabling them to build a variety of key skills. 
What is most promising of the results shown 
is that it appears that the content, context, 
and setting provided by the MSLS program 
help to facilitate the development of whole 
individuals, with not only knowledge, but 
also the skills, confidence, and support net-
work that can lead them to be professionally 
well-equipped in the quest to build a more 
sustainable society.

It is the opinion of the authors that, by its 
very nature, any program designed around 

sustainable development is likely to have 
an element of problem-based learning, 
active/experiential learning, and perhaps 
even transformative learning, as ESD invites 
learners to solve the largest problem of our 
current time—the sustainability challenge—
and often by changing mental models/para-
digms in terms of how we view the world and 
our places within it. One key element, which 
the authors feel sets the MSLS program apart 
from other programs related to SD, is the 
pairing of the two themes: the Framework 
for Strategic Sustainable Development and 
the Organizational Learning and Leadership 
component. Without the second of the two 
themes, the focus on creating a true learning 
organization (or perhaps several integrated 
and interdependent learning organiza-
tions—the group of students, the program 
staff, and the alumni) where all participants 
are consciously invited to co-create some-
thing meaningful, may not have led to such 
student-centeredness, and thus would not 
likely have incorporated many of the best-
practice pedagogical approaches. By con-
tinuing to engage with the original program 
founders, designers, and managers, the cur-
rent program team has been able to hold 
firmly to the key element of organizational 
learning while still adjusting and enhancing 
the program according to emerging trends, 
data, and case studies. Beyond this, the mere 
fact that the MSLS program is a competitive-
entry single-year master’s degree means that 
the participants are typically extremely pas-
sionate, motivated, and enthusiastic about 
embarking on new ways of learning and 
sharing with others.
In terms of the alumni input, there seemed 
to be a high level of agreement that the stu-
dents were able to build many of the sus-

tainability leadership skills suggested in the 
literature. The largest areas still left for 
improvement seemed to be in relation to 
helping the students to solve conflict, main-
tain personal balance, and have enough 
space to reflect and digest all the teach-
ings. Respondents stated, “For me, I found 
there wasn’t enough time, headspace, or the 
resources needed to really support this for 
myself,” and, “My only criticism is that the 
program tried to do too much in too short a 
time.”  These comments are particularly im-
portant for current and future staff to keep 
in mind; with so much information and 
attention growing around the sustainability 
challenge, it is oftentimes hard not to take on 
too much. 

The MSLS program staff remains very 
focused on creating a safe space and 
encouraging the students to take the lead on 
many aspects of the program as well as their 
own learning. Simultaneously the program 
staff focuses on practicing and displaying 
the characteristics of a learning organiza-
tion—continually discussing, reflecting, 
and updating both content and pedagogy. 
One respondent, when commenting on how 
his/her participation in the MSLS program 
enhanced personal skills/capacities stated, 
“These things are more about the space pro-
vided by the program rather than specific 
content.” When attempting to analyze which 
specific design elements might contribute to 
the overall success of the program, it can be 
difficult to articulate and measure individual 
elements; something special often happens 
during 10 months of attendance at the MSLS 
program, but it is challenging to pinpoint 
exactly which pedagogical approach or spe-
cific design element contributes in a par-
ticular way. One potential ingredient is that 

Table 2. Overall Impact by Category

To what degree do you feel your 
participation in the MSLS program
enhanced your ... 

Ability to find desirable/meaningful 
work (employment, volunteer, or 
other professional engagement)

Personal development/growth, 
or direction

Knowledge about sustainability/
sustainabledevelopment, and some 
concepts/actions/tools related to it

Social and/or support network
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37.8% 
(45)

59.8%
(76)

65.1% 
(82)

43.3% 
(55)

24.4%  
(29)

31.5%  
(40)

30.2%  
(38)

29.9% 
(38)

28.6%  
(34)

7.9% 
(10)

4.8% 
(6)

22.0%  
(28)

5.9%  
(7)

0.8%  
(1)

0.0%  
(0)

3.9%  
(5)

2.5% 
(3)

0.0% 
(0)

0.0% 
(0)

0.0% 
(0)

0.8% 
(1)

0.0% 
(0)

0.0% 
(0)

0.8% 
(1)
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having a young staff, currently all program 
alumni, might allow for the complete inte-
gration of a student-centered approach. The 
potential downside of this staffing approach 
is that there has been continual turnover of 
program assistants, which can bring addi-
tional administrative strain.

Finally, it is essential to reflect on the fact 
that the MSLS program is hosted by BTH, a 
young and progressive school. By having the 
backing and support of BTH for the staff to 
explore nontraditional ways of working and 
engaging in learning, this program has been 
able to truly experiment, push the boundar-
ies, and arrive at an educational offering that 
garners praise from others, most notably the 
students who have passed through its doors. 
A comment from the survey summarizes: 
“This program is exactly the opposite of 
how education is structured in the U.S. In 
the U.S., we take engineering, M.B.A., law, 
policy and infuse it with sustainability, but 
in the end you get an engineering, law, or 
business degree. The MSLS program teaches 
you sustainability and weaves in engineer-
ing, leadership, and business management, 
so you truly get a sustainability degree.”

This paper has attempted to shed light on 
how this particular case study, the MSLS 
program, incorporated best-practice peda-
gogical approaches in an effort to develop 
skilled graduates capable of leading within 
the field of sustainable development. It is the 
hope and desire of the authors that others 
might be able to take inspiration and ideas 
from this and apply it within their own con-
texts.
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