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1. If the changes envisioned by the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda 
are supposed to be transformational in quality, how do we work toward this 
quality? 
2. If the transformations envisioned are supposed to support sustainable 
development, what are the key leverage points to unlock unsustainable path 
dependencies?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
____________________________________________  

Key Questions Explored in the Book  
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1.1 Ontology: Patterned Freedom of Intentional Actors 
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Transformation or transformability in social-ecological systems 
is defined as the capacity to create untried beginnings from 
which to evolve a fundamentally new way of living when existing 
ecological, economic, and social conditions make the current 
system untenable. (Stockholm Resilience Centre 2012)  

Transformation 
 
 



1.2 Transformation: Repurposing of Systems 
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Feedback and
adjustments

Rules and
incentives

Mindsets

Mid layer: using the right rules and 
incentives can create structural change 
and significantly influence key drivers    

Deep layer: shared mindsets translate 
into vision, goals and collective action 

Surface layer: listening to system
feedback and adjusting environmental
pressures maintains progress 

Source: UNEP GEO 5 Report, based on Donella Meadows: Leverage Points 1999  



Purpose of the economic system today: Gain 
Imaginary indicating development aspirations 

“Success” 

“Return on Investment” 

“Progress” “Development” 

“Economic Success” “Quarterly Reporting” 

* Google Image Search 



But: where else do we detect this pattern?  
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2. Which Paradigm Shift for Purpose of Sustainable 
Development? 
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Dividing into Pieces 
“Forest“ as substitutable natural capital 
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Quantifying and Monetizing 
Growing output delivers growing wellbeing and happiness? 



Quantifying and Monetizing  
What is hiding behind “Wealth” and “Productivity Gains”?  



Tracking accumulation  
What is hiding behind “Dematerialized Growth”?  



Tracking accumulation 
Can wellbeing and happiness at all grow forever?  

Easterlin Paradox: Income and Happiness Decouple  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
More important: health, income security, relative rank in society, social 
relations,  

13 Source: OECD How‘s Life 2013  



Comparing and Ranking Culture 
How does homo economicus view influence humans? 
 

Comparative extrinsic value orientation reduces quality of life and increases 
anxiety and depression  
 
 
 
 
 
Cost-benefit lens reduces social-environmental responsibility and creative 
performance 
  

 
 

Source: Tim Kasser, The High Price of Materialism 



19th Century economics mindset not fit for purpose 
Blind to Real Qualities and Lost in Financialization 



2.1 Broken hegemony as window of opportunity 
 

#1 Pre-Development #2 Take-off #3 Acceleration #4 Stabilisation at a 
New Level or Relapse
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2.2 Paradigm Shifts in the Multi-Level-Perspective 
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2.3 Emerging Paradigm for 21st Century Develpoment  
Re-coupling human and natural wellbeing 
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Recoupling Economic Systems I  
Imaginaries of future sustainability paradigm 
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* Kate Raworth, Doughnut Economics 



 
 
 
Recoupling Economic Systems II  
Imaginaries of future sustainability paradigm 

Ellen McArthur Foundation 



 
Recoupling Economic Systems III  
Imaginaries of future sustainability paradigm 

Commoning Principles BALLE Principles  
(Business Alliance for Local Living Economies) 



Recoupling Economic Systems IV  
Imaginaries of future sustainability paradigm 



Recoupling Economic Systems V  
Imaginaries of future sustainability paradigm 

Planetary Boundaries

Societal Happiness

A. Needs

B. Holistic Development 
Agenda

E. Happiness Skills

D. Outcome: Equitable and
Sustainable Society 

C. Responsible use of 
resource

All human beings, regardless of the 
environment in which they live, 
require adequate satisfaction of their 
need for food, water, shelter, security 
& respect. All this, in turn, is 
dependent upon a sustainable 
environment

A transformative agenda with 
interconnected solutions:

ble & equitable  
    socio-economic development

ervation & promotion of 
    culture

Progress assessed through 
indicators, including:

    resilience

Living standards

 
Natural, social, human and 
economic resources to ensure 
present and future sustainability

Drawn creatively from human 
historical experience, wisdom 
traditions and modern science

Source: Bhutan 2013 Happiness: A New 
Development Paradigm 



 
Recoupling Economic Systems VI  
Imaginaries of future sustainability paradigm 



•  Progress not output measured by aggregated money, but equitable and 
balanced progress of the whole SETS as measured by differentiated social, 
environmental, and cultural indicators. 

•  Freedom not absence of obstacles to individual purchasing desires, but human 
security and sufficiency: freedom from fear (in race for resource accumulation), 
and freedom from (culturally created endless) want. 

•  Prosperity not ever more consumption choices, but holistic and adaptive human 
needs served by resilient access to diversified need-satisfier strategies. 

•  Growth not end in itself, but different types of economic activity grow, stay 
steady, or also de-grow as means to the end of securing well-being within 
Planetary Boundaries. 

Emerging Sustainability Purpose and Paradigm?  
Recoupling Cases: Transition Towns; Beyond GDP; 
Commoning; Common Good Businesses 
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2.4 Transformation Agency: Radical Incremental Change 
Strategies around a New Purpose 
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The complexity of these processes of transformation raises a 
number of questions, most notably about people's capacity to 
imagine futures that are not based on hidden, unexamined and 
sometimes flawed assumptions about present and past 
systems. ‘Futures literacy’ offers an approach that 
systematically exposes such blind spots, allowing us to 
experiment with novel frames for imagining the unknowable 
future, and on that basis, enabling us to critically reassess 
actions designed in the present. (ISSC and UNESCO 2013: 8) 
 

Futures Literacy 
 
 



2.3 Hacking Systems for Transformative Agency  

Transformative Literacy: 5 P‘s that make SETS tick 28 



Radical Incremental Change Strategies in the Social 
Learning Literature 

Source: Ray Ison, 2016, Social Learning Approach 
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Thank You! 

maja.goepel@wupperinst.org 
Göpel
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