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Abstract

Research shows that today’s societal crises are rooted in a lack of connection to ourselves,
others and nature. At the same time, there is an increasing body of knowledge showing that
humans possess innate capacities for connection that can be strengthened through certain
methods, and throughout our lifetimes. Such methods have, so far, however, been rarely
applied, or adapted to the context of sustainability leadership and education. Critical quali-
tative analyses and empirical evidence that would help to understand if, and how, related
interventions can support sustainability outcomes across scales are vastly lacking. The pre-
sent study addresses this gap. It examines global leadership programs that aim to nourish
inner development and accelerate work towards the Sustainable Development Goals. More
specifically, it systematises the qualitative impacts and learnings from a Climate Leader-
ship Program for policy and decision-makers (e.g. the European Commission) that pro-
vided the basis for co-developing similar programs for the United Nations Development
Program, the Inner Development Goals Initiative, and the Inner Green Deal. The findings
demonstrate how sustainability leadership and education can become a vehicle for trans-
formation, if certain principles are in place. They highlight the importance of addressing
the ontological, epistemological and praxis dimensions of inner-outer transformation to
empower participants to challenge unsustainable social paradigms and enable them to sys-
tematically mainstream the consideration of inner potential and capacities into existing cul-
tures, mechanisms and structures. Our findings advance knowledge on the complex inter-
section between sustainability, inner development and transformation, and set a precedent
that other training institutions could follow or learn from.
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1 Introduction

Emergent research shows that today’s societal crises are, fundamentally, relationship cri-
ses. They are rooted in a lack of conscious connection to ourselves, others, and the world
we share. They stem from modern societies’ individual and collective mindsets of discon-
nection that drive increasing mental ill-health, social alienation and exploitative behav-
iours, and inhibit sustainability responses at all levels (individual, collective and system)
(Figueres and Rivett-Carnac 2020; Ives et al. 2020, 2023; Scott et al. 2021; Wamsler et al.
2021; Woiwode et al. 2021; Bentz et al. 2022; Wamsler and Bristow 2022).

At the same time, there is increasing scientific evidence that shows that humans possess
the innate capacity for deep conscious connection, and that it can be restored or strength-
ened through certain methods, and throughout our lifetime (Kegan and Lahey 2009;
Hunecke 2018; Scott et al. 2021; Waldinger and Schulz 2023). Mindfulness-informed
methods have been particularly highlighted in this context, as a way to support a more rela-
tional paradigm, and its potential role for sustainability has consequently received increas-
ing attention (Thiermann and Sheate 2021; Bristow et al. 2022; Wamsler et al. 2021).
Related methods have so far, however, been rarely applied or adapted to the context of
sustainability leadership and education (Liao 2022).

Against this background, this research paper addresses the important topic of the poten-
tial of leadership and capacity building programs to support sustainability transformation.
It particularly focuses on programs that aim to nourish inner development to accelerate
change. As there are a growing number of such programs being offered to diverse audi-
ences in and outside academia, it is high time to critically evaluate their potential (Woi-
wode 2020; Wamsler et al. 2021; Liao 2022).! The present study addresses this gap.

Based on an exploratory, reflexive case study, we investigate if, and how, related inter-
ventions (can best) support participants’ inner development and sustainability outcomes
across individual, collective and system levels.

The outcomes offer insights into the process and possibilities of adapting methods for
inner development, and fostering (re)connection through sustainability leadership educa-
tion. First, we present the background and our methodology, then our results, before we
discuss some key learnings and principles for future endeavours, which other training insti-
tutions could follow or learn from.

2 Methodology

Our article presents an exploratory, reflexive case study (Burns 2007; cf. Glassman and
Erdem 2014) to critically assess the development of global leadership programs, designed
to nourish inner development and associated transformative capacities, to accelerate
work towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). More specifically, it systema-
tises qualitative impacts and learnings from an international Climate Leadership Pro-
gram (CLP), which provided the basis for co-developing three subsequent programs: the
first Global Leadership for Sustainable Development Program of the Inner Development
Goals (IDGs) Initiative; the first Conscious Food Systems Leadership Program of the
United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and it’s Conscious Food Systems Alliance

! In particular, qualitative analyses and empirical evidence are vastly lacking.

@ Springer



Climatic Change (2024) 177:4 Page3of23 4

(CoFSA); and the Mindfulness-Based Sustainable Transformation (MBST) and associated
train-the-trainer programs of The Inner Green Deal. The development process included the
following steps:

e Design and experimentation of the CLP through combining mindfulness-informed
methods with other tools, and adapting them to the context of sustainability (for details
see Suppl. Information 1).

e Assessment and validation of the resultant inner-outer transformation processes and
associated methods (presented in Section 3).

e Conceptualisation of learnings and a comparison with subsequent programs for creat-
ing guiding principles and train-the-trainer models that can shape similar endeavours
(presented in Section 4).

The CLP comprised seven online modules, supported by a social learning platform and
a mobile app. It combined insights from neuroscience, sustainability and behavioural sci-
ence to systematically support inner, transformative qualities and capacities. Subsequent
programs were very similar, and differences mainly relate to tailoring to target audiences.
Participants in the CLP consisted of 94 policy and decision-makers working in the field of
sustainability, mainly for the European Parliament, the European Commission and multina-
tional companies. Recruitment involved announcements via social media and the internal
communication channels of these institutions. For an overview of the program, associated
methods and subsequent initiatives, see Suppl. Information 1.

Based on inner-outer transformation theory2 (Wamsler et al. 2021, Ives et al. 2023), we
collected qualitative data from: i) surveys; ii) participatory observation; and iii) group dis-
cussions, to examine participants’ development and perceptions regarding: i) changes in
how they relate (to self, others, work, nature and the world at large); ii) changes in how they
engage in different settings (private life, the wider societal context, work, nature and the
world at large); and iii) the relevance of different methods for such change across personal,
collective and system levels (see Suppl. Information 2 and 3). The results offer insights into
participants’ development, perspectives and actions, and shed light on the importance and
possibilities of adapting methods for inner development to support flourishing, culture and
system transformation.

Surveys consisted of pre- and post-course questionnaires that were conducted on the
first and last day of the program, as well as additional surveys after each module (see Suppl.
Information 4). A thematic analysis was used to explore the survey data in relation to the
research aims (Braun and Clarke 2006; Corbin and Strauss 2008; Nowell et al. 2017).3

2 Inner-outer transformation refers to a profound shift in perspectives towards a more relational paradigm,
by emphasising, expanding and strengthening interdependencies and connectedness between ourselves, oth-
ers and the world we share, and cultivating inner qualities and capacities that support a deeply caring and
compassionate quality of such relationships (Artmann 2023; CCCE; 2019; Ives et al. 2023; Walsh et al.
2021; Wamsler et al. 2021, 2022). Accordingly, the inner-outer transformation model suggests that changes
in how people relate to themselves, others and the world at large provide good indicators of inner-outer
transformation and associated action-taking for sustainability (see Suppl. Information 2).

3 In accordance with the research aims, the study did not seek to provide a representative picture of any
quantitative or statistical differences (cf. Ramstetter et al. 2023), but to explore potential changes, and the
perceived linkages of such changes to certain methods in a selected, non-representative sample of experts
from different fields and sectors. Data were thus gathered from the most information-rich sources available,
in order to gain a picture that was as complete and nuanced as possible (in a qualitative sense). To increase
reliability and validity, the first and second authors of this article assessed participants’ development and
perceptions independently to validate the analyses, associated themes and patterns (researcher triangula-
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The analysis involved the following steps: (1) familiarisation with the data; (2) generating
initial ideas and themes through open coding; (3) interpreting and systematically categoris-
ing the content into themes and associated patterns; (4) reviewing; and (5) further defin-
ing through axial and selective coding. Data were coded and analysed until saturation was
reached (i.e. when the coding categories that had been discarded were confirmed, and no
more significant or relevant themes or patterns could be identified). In addition to thematic
coding, inner-outer transformation frameworks were applied in order to cluster transforma-
tive qualities (i.e. the inner capacities that participants developed and reported as essential
for addressing sustainability-related issues) (IDG Initiative 2021; Wamsler et al. 2021).

Analyses of participatory observation during the course’s modules, and written group
discussions on its online platform aimed to challenge, complement or nuance the identified
patterns. Here, we first identified instances wherein participants reflected on the course’s
methods, related changes, and the sustainability projects they were asked to develop (see
Suppl. Information 1), prior to a thematic analysis. In addition, climate mainstreaming
frameworks were applied to assess the nature and relevance of the developed project meas-
ures for sustainability transformation (Wamsler and Osberg 2022).

3 Results

In the following, we present the influence of the CLP on how participants relate (Sec-
tion 3.1) and engage (Section 3.2) in sustainability, before we discuss the relevance of
different methods, associated transformative capacities and context in this regard (Sec-
tion 3.3).% Since this study focuses on professional leadership development, we first present
outcomes regarding participants’ work contexts, before we describe changes regarding the
other levels of analyses (see Suppl. Information 3).

3.1 Inner change—changes in relationships
3.1.1 Relation to work

Our results show that the CLP influenced how participants relate to their work. Patterns
towards a more relational paradigm could be seen in the following types of changes:

Change in motivation for working on sustainability-related issues.
Change in perceptions regarding which inner capacities are essential for addressing
sustainability and associated systems transformation.

e Change in understanding and reflexivity regarding one’s own values, capacities and
needs to influence transformative change in the work context.

e Change in how participants want to relate to colleagues and cooperation partners.

Footnote 3 (continued)

tion). Based on the different data sources (data triangulation), the analysis focused on identifying themes
and patterns of change across all participants. In addition, to verify the outcomes the analysis was supple-
mented by looking into changes in individuals (methods triangulation).

4 The illustrative verbatim that are included in the following subsections are anonymised to protect the pri-
vacy of participants.
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The analysis of pre- and post-survey data shows a clear shift from a more extrinsic,
instrumental or individualistic motivation, or ideas of wanting to change others, towards a
more intrinsic, relational and embodied motivation. In their pre-survey responses, partici-
pants express their motivation mainly through negative emotions, such as anxiety regard-
ing perceived, existential threats or concerns for close ones. In their post-survey responses,
many participants continued to acknowledge their worries. However, at the same time many
also express positive feelings as a source of motivation for working on sustainability-related
issues: hope, love, and courage, and newly-gained perspectives of one’s work as a per-
sonal source of nourishment or meaning, an opportunity to work collaboratively to support
change, or even a calling or service that had become more embodied. For some, this also
involves a newly-felt desire to ‘integrate climate work in all parts of life’, and move from a
perceived separation between work and private life to a ‘non-dualist work-private life’.

In addition, several answers indicate a clear change towards widening circles of
identity, responsibility, care and connection as a source of motivation, for example,
by expanding the focus from kin to ‘future families’. Even in cases where participants’
motivation, noted in their pre-survey responses, is quite elaborate regarding their feel-
ings of responsibility (e.g. handing this world over to our children as we found it, or
better), post-survey descriptions are even more elaborate. The latter refers to subtle
changes or shifts in understanding, expressing interdependencies and relationality, or
accentuating important facets of inner-outer transformation (e.g. ethical issues of cli-
mate change and sustainability, linking ‘quality of life’, ‘justice and equality’).

In some cases, participants explicitly record, in their post-survey response, that their
motivation for sustainability-related work has changed, although they were not asked
about any changes in this regard. Some explicitly state, for instance, that they gained a
more profound understanding of the role (and agency) of individuals in system change,
in other words, that individuals and their inner capacities matter—as opposed to the
understanding that climate action is only a governmental task or responsibility. One par-
ticipant explains their motivation as the possibility to ‘contribute as an individual to
systemic change’, stating: ‘In the program I learned that even small contributions mat-
ter. Now I feel less helpless and more motivated’.

Overall, the described changes in participants’ motivation relate, amongst others, to
the following transformative qualities/capacities: an increased awareness of one’s emo-
tions; the nourishment of intrinsic value orientation; and positive emotions such as a
sense of connection and compassion (including for ‘animals, nature, and the planet as a
whole’), hope, courage and agency.

Apart from the described changes in motivation, our analyses also identify a change in
participants’ perceptions regarding the relevance of inner qualities/capacities for sustain-
ability. Some even explicitly express that what they considered as relevant changed during
the course, although the survey did not ask about such reflections. The identified changes
involve a shift from a recognition of particular professional skills (i.e. hard skills regard-
ing job- specific duties) and individually-focused inner capacities (e.g. inner resilience to
deal with one’s own overwhelm or anxiety), to more intrinsic and relational capacities, and
their interconnection. Examples are the increased importance given to compassion towards
others, the latter’s interlinkages with perspective-taking, courage, agency, and an increased
openness for the emergence and recognition of everybody’s potential, which supports bet-
ter-integration of knowledge and co-creation (‘letting go of having to be right and letting
new possibilities emerge, understanding the world from new/other perspectives’).

The third identified pattern relates to changes in perceptions regarding the participant’s
own values, capacities and need to be able to influence change in the work context. Related
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examples are illustrated by the increased reflexivity of one’s intrinsic values that, in turn,
can help to better-prioritise different work tasks (see also Section 3.2.1), and seeing the
need to challenge unsustainable paradigms. As expressed by one participant, changes in the
work context involve ‘reflecting a lot about our corporate culture and my impact, my role,
within it’.

The fourth identified pattern concerns participants’ relations to colleagues and coopera-
tion partners. It involves an increased sense of connection and compassion. This has, for
some, translates into an increased awareness of the importance of collaboration and nurtur-
ing quality relationships to support sustainability, and, thus, increased openness, courage
and trust in others and collaborative work processes (see also Section 3.2.1).

Together, the identified patterns have resulted, for many, in an increased willingness to
engage in sustainability aspects at work, expressed in statements such as: ‘I want to push
the topic (sustainability) now more in my department’, or ‘I am [now] more determined to
act’.

3.1.2 Relation to nature and the world at large

Our results also show changes in how participants relate to nature. The following types of
changes and patterns towards a more relational paradigm were identified:

Change in understanding one’s own impact on nature.

Change in abilities to feel connected to nature.

Change in reflexivity and perceptions regarding one’s relation with nature and associ-
ated interdependencies.

Changes concerning participants relation to nature were most dominant. Around half
of the coded changes are related to this aspect. Participants’ answers feature a clear shift
in understanding the human-nature connection: from a general understanding of humans’
impact on the natural environment and seeing nature as external, towards a deeper aware-
ness of one’s own carbon footprint and feelings of connection and interdependency.

Participants also note changes in their abilities to feel connected to nature, stating that
‘the connection became deeper’, and involved ‘becoming more aware of the inner con-
nection between things, people, and nature’. For many, this resulted in an increased sense
of wonder and awe regarding nature that was expressed in diverse experiences with, and
descriptions of animals and plants.

The identified change towards a more relational understanding of nature can also be
seen in a change in participants’ wording, ‘seeing nature as [a] living being’ (as opposed
to an object to be exploited) and ‘the more than human world’. Change towards a more
relational understanding is often also linked to participants’ reflections about their role,
identity and purpose in life. Accordingly, one participant states that ‘The whole course, it
makes me reflect more and think more about what is really important in life.’

3.1.3 Relation to others

Similar to the aspects that have been highlighted in the context of participants’ changes in
relation to their colleagues and cooperation partners in the work context (cf. Section 3.1.1),
changes in how participants relate to others in their wider social context include the follow-
ing patterns:
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Change in their sense of connection, community and shared humanity.
Change in awareness of the importance of connecting and cooperating with others, and
supporting quality relationships for sustainability.

e Change in interest in developing capacities that can support such relationships.

Around one fourth of the total reported changes concern how participants relate to oth-
ers. They centre around people’s increased sense of connection and community, and an
associated increased sense of our shared humanity. The latter relate to an increased under-
standing of people’s shared fears, aspirations and intrinsic, universal values.

Consequently, participants’ answers also show an increased awareness and importance
given to nurturing quality relationships to support sustainability and, in turn, more interest
in developing capacities that can support such relationships, notably: compassion, open-
ness, perspective-taking, trust, listening and communicating at a human level, exposing
one’s vulnerability, feelings and emotions.

Overall, compassion is mentioned in almost all answers. In total, the word compassion
is mentioned 108 times in pre- and post-module surveys.

3.1.4 Relation to self

The CLP also influenced how participants relate to themselves. Patterns towards a more
relational paradigm can be seen in the following types of changes:

¢ Change in self-awareness (thoughts, feelings, body sensations).
e Change in self-compassion.
e Change in self-identification.

Around one third of participants report changes in how they relate to themselves. They
mainly concern an increased awareness regarding their thoughts, feelings and body sensations.

In addition, several note a shift in self-compassion, whilst at the same time feeling less
egocentric or self-centred through a shift in self-identity (seeing and feeling community
and interdependencies, cf. Section 3.1.3).

3.2 Outer change—change in engagement and behaviour

3.2.1 Engagement at work

The CLP influenced how participants engage at work. Patterns towards a more relational
paradigm and more integrative approaches can be seen in the following changes:

Change in foci and priorities of sustainability-related work.

Change in cooperation and communication for sustainability.

Change in sustainability-related strategies and measures (i.e. the integration of inner
and outer dimensions of sustainability).

Most changes in this category relate to a change in work focus, making sustainability

a priority. Many participants decided to ‘push the topic (sustainability) more’ within their
current working structures (departments or units) and make it a priority within their current
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work. As one participant describes: ‘Now, with every new project, I ask myself how this
contributes to sustainability. And I turn down assignments that don’t directly contribute to
it.” Similarly, another states: ‘When I allocate my time at work, I now always ask myself
to what extent this activity contributes to my sustainability goals, and I prioritise accord-
ingly’. Another participant notes that the course led to ‘a clear decision about the rest of my
career. I talked to my supervisor about wanting to spend more time to directly contribute
to sustainability. (...) I decided to dedicate all of my working time in 2022 to a sustainabil-
ity initiative.” One participant even changed their job, to accommodate a greater focus on
sustainability-related issues.

The second-most-common change regarding participants’ engagement at work relates
to collaboration; that is, how they collaborate with others to support sustainability. This
involves changes in both quantity and quality. On the one hand, participants report that they
now collaborate with more actors across different sectors, and push for more collaborative
projects and networks to support change. On the other hand, they also report that the way
they collaborate has changed, particularly regarding how they listen and communicate. The
latter relates to both content and approach. Participants note, for instance, that they ‘try to
focus on emotions and less on statistics now’, and are ‘speaking up more in meetings’. Oth-
ers describe how they are now ‘able to stay calm when faced with difficult situations’.

Finally, changes in understanding relationships and interdependencies between inner and
outer aspects of sustainability (cf. Section 3.1) helped participants to see new entry points and
gaps for change that need to be addressed through more integrative approaches. Some identi-
fied, for instance, ‘health as a linking factor’ and entry point for integrating inner dimensions
into typical, externally-focused approaches and initiated related inter-sectoral work.

The increased understanding, and support for more integrative approaches can also
be seen in participants’ proposed breakthrough project. During the final modules of the
CLP, participants were encouraged to explore their ‘calling’, and collaborate with others
to develop new projects (see Table 1a in Suppl. Information). Our analysis shows that all
18 projects involved inner and outer aspects of change, whilst their entry points and foci
varied: four times at system level, five times at organisational level, one time at collective
level, and eight times at individual level, with an emphasis on communication and capacity
development. Several of these projects have been implemented. One example is the deci-
sion of two participants to work together and launch a leadership program for sustainable
development that builds on the CLP (The Global Leadership for Sustainable Development
Program, funded and launched as part of the IDG Initiative). Another example is a group
of EU staff who decided to continue to meet regularly after the program to explore how to
integrate the human dimension in their environmental work. One direct outcome of this
was a high-level panel discussion during the EU Green Week on the human dimension
of the Green Deal, with interventions from the EU, UNESCO, the Club of Rome and the
Inner Green Deal.’

However, participants’ increased interest in engaging with a different approach, and
their efforts to apply their learnings to their work context also shed light on related chal-
lenges. The difficulty of integrating a different language, for example, compassion, into a
professional work setting was pointed out. And for many, it is unclear how inner develop-
ment could be systematically addressed and embedded in their working context, beyond

3 These findings also show that true internalisation (digesting and making something your own) takes time.
Compared to the previously- described changes in engagement, the examples listed in this paragraph took
over a year to materialise.
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changes in offered capacity development and communication. Broader policy measures at
system levels are vastly lacking.

3.2.2 Engagement with nature and the world at large

The CLP influenced changes in how participants engage with nature, and the world at
large. Patterns towards more relational paradigms and approaches can be seen in the fol-
lowing types of changes:

e Change in the duration and quality of time spent in nature.
e Change in the level of engagement for reducing harm and caring for nature.
e Change in communicating human-nature relations.

Most participants report spending more time in nature, and being more present in, and
with, nature. The associated effects on overall wellbeing are noted and appreciated by
many. Several participants note, in the post-course survey, an ‘increased necessity to go
for a walk now and then’ and take the time to be in nature ‘even if work is pressing’. Some
even portray the CLP as a welcome ‘excuse’ to be in nature, which is needed in a produc-
tion-focused culture.

The second-most-common change relates to new actions to reduce harm and care for
nature. Examples include using a bike for transportation, both to be in nature and to harm
less, collecting garbage in public green spaces, organising green area cleaning, eating
local and organic products, and reducing meat consumption to support biodiversity and
other sustainability benefits. Finally, participants started to communicate about the role of
nature, and human-nature relations with others (cf. Section 3.1.2).

3.2.3 Engagement with others

Changes towards a more relational paradigm and approaches can also be seen in how par-
ticipants engage with others. They include the following patterns:

e Change in listening and communicating.
e Change in social engagement for sustainability.
e Change in attention to one’s own boundaries to sustain social engagement.

Participants report many changes in the way they listen to, and communicate with oth-
ers. They describe themselves as being more present, more open to other perspectives,
and more compassionate, leading to less aggressive, less judgemental, and more authentic
encounters with others. Many describe that they ‘communicate in a more compassionate
way’ and allow one’s own vulnerabilities, feelings and sensations to become part of com-
municating and connecting with people. One person describes, for instance, that the course
had influenced his decision to apologise to a neighbour for his behaviour during a quarrel.

Regarding sustainability, several note that they now speak up and ‘relate more with oth-
ers’, while at the same time they pay more attention to their own boundaries to sustain
engagement. Some have started to engage in new social activities, such as organising col-
lective information and cleaning days. In this context, one participant points out that: ‘Most
of all the course has made me much more aware of the value of how my own awareness of
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my body, my emotions etc. contributes to my effectiveness in reaching out to others in
communication, in collaboration and in advocacy.’

Some also report how their increased social engagement has not only augmented their
motivation to act, but also positively influenced other parts of their life, such as the fact that
‘helping others increases happiness’.

Compared to the abovementioned activities regarding work, nature and people’s closer
circles of care, activities in the wider social context are rather limited (totalling only 10%
of explicitly mentioned inner-outer changes).

3.2.4 Engagement in private life

Changes in how participants engage in their private life, with their close family and friends,
include the following patterns:

e Change in personal time and activities dedicated to sustainability (consumption, food,
mobility, energy and water use).
Change in listening and communicating in support of sustainability.
Change in seeking self-care and a better life balance.

Around one third of the mentioned behaviour changes relate to the private life of par-
ticipants. Examples are both numerous and diverse, small and large scale, and relate to
aspects of consumption, food, mobility, energy and water use: abandonment of plastic bot-
tles, reducing packaging, reconsidering purchase decisions, eating less meat or more vegan
food, using a bike for transportation, becoming more self-sufficient through, for example,
growing one’s own food, reducing food waste, water or energy use, installing solar panels
or water-saving valves, changing energy provider, changing to an electric car, consider-
ing sustainability aspects when looking for a new house, and increasing financial invest-
ment in renewable energy in one’s own and other (particularly vulnerable) countries. As
expressed by one participant: ‘I’'m even more aware of my own impact and try to reduce
my footprint’.

In line with previous analyses (see Sections 3.1 and 3.2), changes in listening and com-
municating also feature in the context of participants’ private lives. Interestingly, the given
examples not only relate to how to better-listen and communicate (e.g. with more patience
with children), but also what is communicated. One person mentions, for instance, how
she now actively integrates environmental aspects in stories when playing with children,
whilst others mention that they now talk more with loved ones about their own sustainabil-
ity activities and engagement.

The final pattern relates to self-care: participants actively take more time for contem-
plation, and take care of themselves in support of the bigger whole. As expressed by one
participant: ‘I am discovering a new balance in my life, a deep connection to my inner wis-
dom’. Examples of self-care are taking time to reflect, taking walks or runs outside, notic-
ing sounds and smells, and making more time to become one with nature.
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3.3 Inner-outer change—practices and other factors
3.3.1 Transformational practices

Our analyses also provide input regarding the applied methods for supporting changes
across personal, collective and system levels. Overall, the following patterns can be
identified:

e Change in perceptions, relationships and engagement is supported by the offered meth-
ods, whilst indicating clear individual differences and preferences.

e Change in perceptions, relationships and engagement does not relate to a single, but a
mixture of offered methods, other learning activities and conditions.

e Mindfulness-informed methods that are adapted and linked to compassion, gratitude
and nature contemplation are particularly valued.

e These methods are said to be particularly relevant for expanding one’s sense of aware-
ness, connection and care, and because they offer time and space for relaxation and
contemplation, which, together with other activities, play a key role in the learning pro-
cess.

All participants report that the recorded changes in perceptions, relationships and
engagement (presented in Sections 3.1 and 3.2) are supported by the course in different
ways. Literally all of the methods and other types of learning activities are mentioned by
someone in this context. As described by one participant: ‘Each session led to the emer-
gence of many insights and strengthened these [session-specific] capacities, as well as my
resilience and collaboration!’.

At the same time, the responses clearly show individual differences, preferences and
challenges in relation to all types of methods. Accordingly, participants note that the
changes they report are due to different mixtures of offered practices and other learning
activities. One participant highlights, for instance, the importance of combining ‘medita-
tion and educational input on [the online learning] platform’ for increasing awareness, and
openness with ‘talking to the other [course] members’ for increasing perspective-taking,
whilst others note other preferences.

At the same time, certain methods are mentioned more than others. They are mainly
mindfulness-informed approaches that have been adapted to the context of sustainability,
to contemplate one’ s identity and relationship to self, others and the world at large, and
develop a caring and compassionate quality of such relationships.® Integrative gratitude,
compassion and nature walks were concrete examples.

® Mindfulness is an innate capacity that enables people to pay attention intentionally to inner and outer
present-moment experience, with an attitude of openness, allowing, curiosity and care. Compassion is
an innate capacity and motivational system that involves the willingness and ability to alleviate suffering
with tenderness and care (involving self-compassion, emotional regulation, a feeling of a shared, common
humanity, human-nature connectedness and associated action-taking) (Gilbert 2017). Both support increas-
ing circles of identity, care and responsibility (Wamsler et al. 2021). A typical mindfulness course includes
weekly sessions over 6-12 weeks and increasingly involves aspects of compassion training. Evidence-based
mindfulness courses have evolved over more than 40 years in modern cultures and tend to use MBSR cur-
riculum as a key reference point. Compassion-based training is a newer area of innovation, without an obvi-
ous original curriculum for the field to cohere around (Bristow et al. 2022; Strauss et al. 2016).
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In this context, the importance of compassion is highly appreciated by most. Compas-
sion practices are often perceived as being intrinsically linked to participants’ feelings of
nature connection, experiencing interdependency, and seeing the urgency to act and protect
the environment. As stated by one participant, ‘during the compassion meditation [when it
was said] now imagine all wild animals in their natural habitat, I became aware that I am
also one of these animals, just like them’. Similarly, mindful nature walks are said to sup-
port connection and seeing interdependencies, as well as overall calmness. Their relevance
is noted by many, including those who had already engaged in contemplative practices for
a long time. Self-compassion practices are highlighted as being helpful in understanding
that ‘emotions are good friends and help us’ to deal, for instance, with climate anxiety (as
opposed to something negative to oppress). Together, these practices are said to be particu-
larly relevant for expanding one’s sense of awareness, connection and care, and because
they offer time and space for relaxation and contemplation, which, together with other
activities, play a key role in the learning process. In addition, they have been adapted to,
and complement, other reflection and perspective-taking exercises that help participants to
deepen related insights, and break out of either-or-thinking and dualism. As a result, one
participant highlights as an important insight that ‘there is not only black or white, but also
grey’.

Finally, journaling is discussed as a useful way to process, structure and remember
insights from the different methods and learning activities. Journaling is particularly val-
ued by those who apply the different methods regularly: ‘I found that journaling made me
notice the way I talk to myself (...). I actually thought about stopping journaling because I
thought that it just makes me feel worse. However, with time, I learned to change the way I
talk to myself, because I could see those words on paper. So instead of being judgemental
or self-critical towards myself, I learned to write more affirmations, or just state how I feel,
or what I do, without judgement. Now journaling is something I look forward to in the
morning, I look forward to speaking to myself nicely’. Several participants note the impor-
tance of regular practice to support transformative change, together with the relevance of
contextual factors (see Sections 3.3.2).

3.3.2 Contextual factors

Apart from specific methods, participants highlight certain contextual factors that influ-
ence changes in perceptions, relationships and engagement. The following patterns can be
identified:

e Safe learning spaces are a precondition for engaging in new methods, fostering trans-
formative capacities and supporting change.

e Regular practice, i.e. engagement with, and repetition of transformative methods during
and outside the class is crucial to sustain change.

e Individual preferences and levels of experience influence participants’ learning and
associated change.

e Current cultures, institutional mechanisms and structures make it harder for participants
to see how they can translate their learning into concrete measures and strategies at col-
lective and system levels.

Many participants highlight that the learning space provided by the program is
key. It is seen as a safe container that allows them to engage in new methods, supports

@ Springer



Climatic Change (2024) 177:4 Page130f23 4

associated reflections, and, ultimately, nourishes awareness, insights, connection, pur-
pose and agency. Many participants appreciate the opportunity to have a safe space to
think and feel more deeply, a space that was consciously created through setting up cer-
tain rules (e.g. confidentiality, deep listening) and different types of interaction—dyads,
group discussions and sharing forums—for refining and deepening insights. Group dis-
cussions and breakout groups are also said to help increase motivation and endurance,
for example, to maintain home practices despite the challenges.

Regular engagement with, and repetition of home and in-class practice is said to be
crucial to sustain change. “‘When I do the practices, they certainly make a difference’.
This not only relates to their application at individual level, but also at organisational,
collective and system levels. A focus on inner development at the individual level, with-
out linking it to methods to consider and integrate it into current mechanisms and struc-
tures, can hamper change.

The results also show that individual preferences, and different levels of previous
experience influence learning and associated change. The latter relates to participants’
professional experience in the field of sustainability, as well as previous engagement
with certain methods. Such differences need to be considered in the way the learning
space and methods are set up. Apart from the general challenge of finding 10 or 20 min
every day to dedicate to practice, participants who struggle most have not previously
engaged in contemplative practices, and thus find most benefits in, for example, more
basic mindfulness practices (e.g. breathing space, body scan).

Finally, the link between the offered methods for inner development and the work
context is not always clear to participants, both regarding the possibility of translat-
ing them into the work context, and their long-term effects. One person (a beginner)
notes, for instance, that the effect of certain in-class exercises only lasted for a few
hours. Others explicitly reflect on the need for continuous practice to be able to see
personal change, and be able to effect changes across all levels. Very few comments
explicitly note the relevance of certain methods for the work context and system change.
Related questions and discussions continued throughout the course. After in-class prac-
tice, one participant states: ‘I liked this experience, I never did it before to that extent.
In particular, the part about expanding the senses and connecting with the earth and the
sky—that really brought me a lot of space in my mind, intuition, and imagination. Now,
my question on this is: how can we link this practice, which seems to be very powerful,
to enlarging our perception, for example on climate change issues, (...) looking at this
from the inside-out ... (...) How do we make the link? Maybe that’s the million-dollar
question?’.

These results show that it is crucial to offer a learning space and methods that integrate
inner-outer transformation, avoid inner-outer dualism, and support participants in continu-
ously applying the methods and associated learning to the work context (as opposed to
related piloting only at the end of the course). To support change, methods for inner devel-
opment cannot be separated from learning about sustainability and climate change action.
This is particularly relevant in contexts where current cultures, institutional mechanisms
and structures make it harder for participants to see how they can translate their learn-
ing to concrete measures and strategies at collective and system levels. Consequently, the
identified changes in relational being and thinking (perception and relationships) translate
into changes in engagement, but mainly at an individual level. Methods that support inner
development and transformation (the personal sphere of transformation) thus need to be
complemented with knowledge and methods that support participants in applying their
learning to the organisational, the collective and the system level.
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4 Discussion: key learnings and essentials for accelerating change

Our findings advance knowledge on the complex intersection between sustainability, inner
development and transformation, from the individual to the global level. In addition, they
provide insights for designing related leadership and education programs to accelerate
work towards the SDGs.

The key learnings and associated principles for future endeavours that emerged across
the identified levels of analyses, and which are supported by other emergent research, can
be summarised as follows: Leadership courses aimed at integrating inner and outer develop-
ment to accelerate sustainability must support participants in addressing sustainability crises
through holistic approaches that link cognitive, social-emotional, ethical and embodied learn-
ing. This requires providing: i) a comprehensive understanding of the nature of today’s sus-
tainability crises in a complex, constantly changing world, and one’s role in it; ii) a safe space
and integrative methods for exploring related inner dimensions and transformative capacities
on a continuous basis; and iii) practical guidance on how to design and implement measures
that link individual, culture and systems change (and address associated power structures);
whilst, at the same time iv) ensuring quality education through the explicit consideration of
ethics, the role of facilitators, and adequate monitoring and evaluation. Together, these four
essential pieces, or key ingredients, support individual, collective and planetary flourishing
(Fig. 1), by covering all key aspects of inner-outer transformation (ontology, epistemology,
praxis, ethics; see Fig. 2d in Suppl. Information and Ives et al. 2023).

4.1 Essential 1: comprehensive understanding of today’s polycrisis and our role in it

The results of our study make it clear that participants’ starting points and the challenges
they encountered during the course are a reflection of modern society’s social paradigm
(e.g. self-centred individualism, dualist thinking, techno-optimism, overwhelm, exhaustion
and stress). Whilst several participants report changes that are, to some extent, challenging
this paradigm, many struggle to absorb new ideas about sustainability crises in a complex
world, and what this means for supporting transformation and our role in it. Making related
aspects more explicit is crucial to accelerate the uptake of participants’ learning into their
work contexts, which might operate under different norms. This was confirmed in follow-
up programs, where these aspects were not addressed, and participants explicitly asked for
clarity regarding the theoretical foundations of inner-outer transformation (Rupprecht and
Wamsler 2023).

Our assumptions about the nature of reality shape how problems are defined and under-
stood, and the mental models or theories of how change comes about. They influence how
we understand our own agency to support change, and how and why each of us matter in
responding to global crises. Providing related information is thus crucial. It requires under-
standing the following key aspects that relate to the ontological dimension of inner-outer
transformation for sustainability (see Ives et al. 2023):

¢ An understanding of the nature of today’s societal crises;
e The nature of the complex systems involved; and

e The associated mind-sustainability nexus.

The resultant theory of change (latent human potential, interdependence of inner/outer
and individual/collective/system phenomena) is contrary to current mainstream thinking
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1 2 4

Fig. 1 The leadership education tree, indicating the four essential pieces or key ingredients for holistic
learning and understanding to accelerate sustainability transformation. They involve: 1) how we see the
world, 2) how we get to know, 3) how we engage, and 4) how we ensure quality and equity considerations
across all aspects. Together, they support flourishing across scales—by covering all key contributions of
inner-outer transformation (cf. Ives et al. 2023)

(outlined in the Introduction). In fact, there is mounting evidence that today’s societal cri-
ses have one common denominator, or root cause: they are a reflection of an inner, human
crisis of disconnection or separation from self, others and nature, which is grounded in
modern societies’ social paradigm (see Introduction). This paradigm is based on the under-
standing that our thinking mind is separate from our feelings and bodily emotions, that
we are all separate from each other, that some humans are superior to others, and that we
humans are separate and superior to the rest of the natural world (ibid). Addressing sus-
tainability crises thus requires a shift away from these exploitative to more relational and
regenerative paradigms.

This change involves engaging in complex systems, both individually and collectively
(see the second point listed above). Engaging in complex systems is, however, challeng-
ing, because they are fundamentally different from machines (thus questioning our modern,
mechanistic worldview). Complexity research indicates that they undergo a self-organiza-
tion process that ultimately shapes the state they are in, and which emerges from relation-
ship patterns within the system (Slingo et al. 2008). Consequently, and in accordance with
the above- described understanding of today’s metacrisis, system transformation is about
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changing relationship patterns, and requires addressing human, inner dimensions that influ-
ence these relationships.

Addressing such dimensions requires, in turn, an in-depth understanding of the mind-
sustainability nexus (the third aspect listed above).” Related research shows that this nexus
is fourfold, with the mind currently being: i) a root cause or driver of today’s crises (see the
first point above); ii) a victim of these crises (e.g. seen in increasing levels of ecoanxiety);
and iii) a barrier for adequate action (e.g. due to cognitive biases and a related increase in
polarisation); together resulting in iv) a vicious cycle of deteriorating individual, societal
and planetary wellbeing (Wamsler and Bristow 2022; see Fig. 2e in Suppl. Information).
At the same time, research also reports that humans possess the innate capacity for deep
conscious connection (Kegan and Lahey 2009; Hunecke 2018; Scott et al. 2021), which
can help to reverse this vicious cycle, and start a virtuous cycle that supports flourishing
across all scales.

Taken together, the described aspects provide an understanding of how and why each
of us matter in responding to today’s polycrisis, moving from an understanding of people
being ‘agents to be changed’ to being ‘change agents’. They also show that tapping into
this potential is about supporting human capacities and conditions for (re)connection. Such
capacities are called transformative capacities, or inner development goals, and they have
been systematised in emergent research under five broad clusters (IDG Initiative 2021,
2022; Wamsler et al. 2021; see Essential 2).

4.2 Essential 2: integrative methods for exploring inner dimensions and nurturing
transformative capacities

The understanding presented under Essential 1 means that change cannot be approached
using the same mindsets and conceptions of knowledge that underpin it. It necessitates a
different approach to epistemology, i.e. the inclusion of different kinds of knowledges, dif-
ferent approaches to knowledge development, how we come to know, and weaving together
diverse perspectives. Sustainability leadership and education thus requires the following
aspects that relate to the epistemological dimension of inner-outer transformation (see Ives
et al. 2023):

e A balanced mix of methods that support holistic learning and (re)connection (through
cultivating cognitive, social/relational, emotional, and ethical capacities/qualities),
which requires
The adjustment of methods for inner development to the context of sustainability;

The consideration of the foundational role of mindfulness- and compassion-based
methods; and

e A process that supports repeated, regular and continuous practice (associated fields of
change/communities of practise).

Based on a comprehensive understanding of how, and why, each of us matter in
responding to societal crises (Principle 1), sustainability education and leadership

" The term ‘mind’ is used here as an umbrella term to describe our inner lives (i.e. our thoughts, emotions,
body sensations and their complex interrelationships), which are, in turn, an expression of our individual
and collective values, beliefs, worldviews and associated inner qualities and capacities (cognitive, emo-
tional, relational).

@ Springer



Climatic Change (2024) 177:4 Page170f23 4

require applying methods that, in combination, can support holistic learning (CCCE
2019) and restore the connection to self, others and nature in an integrative way. Increas-
ing scientific evidence shows that humans possess the innate capacity for deep con-
scious connection, and that it can be restored or strengthened through certain methods,
and throughout our lifetime (Kegan and Lahey 2009; Hunecke 2018; CCC 2019; Scott
et al. 2021; Waldinger and Schulz 2023). In the context of sustainability, it involves
nourishing all clusters of transformative inner capacities and addressing all facets of the
mind-sustainability nexus (see Essential 1 and Suppl. Information: Fig. 2e, Table 2¢ and
Table 2d). Applied in such a way, they can become a vehicle for transformation across
individual, collective and system levels. Through restoring conscious connection, they
increase not only personal resilience amid adversity, but also our chances of addressing
the root causes of today’s sustainability crises and mobilising change. Relevant methods
include contemplative, psychological, cognitive-behavioural, communication and facili-
tation techniques (see Suppl. Information 1) and creating safe spaces to allow related
engagement and reflections (Mar et al. 2023; Wamsler et al. 2020). In this context, our
results also support other studies that indicate the foundational role of mindfulness and
compassion practices (CCCE 2019). Tracing the roots of the climate crisis through a
culturally entrenched story of separateness (Principle 1), the relevance of mindfulness
and compassion becomes obvious, as they can foster fundamental aspects of connection,
and thus revert from a vicious to a virtuous cycle of individual, collective and planetary
wellbeing (Wamsler and Bristow 2022).

At the same time, our findings show that working on inner and outer dimensions, or
on IDGs and SDGs separately misses the point, and highlight the importance of adapt-
ing methods for inner development to the context of sustainability. As supported by other
research, it should not be assumed that methods for inner development automatically or
quickly translate into sustainability advocacy and action on a broader scale (Scott et al.
2021; Wamsler et al. 2021). Against this background, our case study shows how mindful-
ness-based approaches can be oriented towards sustainability. Similar to the way they have
been adapted to the context of stress and depression, in the form of mindfulness-based
stress reduction (MBSR) (Grossman et al. 2004; Woods et al. 2021) and mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy (MBCT) (Segal et al. 2012), our results provide some guiding princi-
ples for mindfulness-based sustainable transformations (MBST). The latter involves link-
ing mindfulness closely to compassion, gratitude, nature-based approaches and reflection
practices (such as reflective dyads and group discussions) that proved to be particularly
relevant in developing more relational perspectives, beliefs and engagement (cf. Kok and
Singer 2017). In addition, it requires building (back) normative mindfulness ethics that
were stripped away when the approach was popularised for the Western context, as they are
crucial for the context of sustainability and associated intrinsic, universal values (Stanley
2012; Walsh 2016; see Suppl. Information 5).

Finally, our study demonstrates that inner-outer transformation is a continuous process,
and thus processes must be in place to help participants to engage regularly and continu-
ously in the offered methods throughout the program and extending to after the program
ends. Especially when participants come from different organisations or communities, tar-
geted efforts are required to sustain momentum and follow-up. The establishment of com-
munities of practice and book circles are concrete examples of measures that can help par-
ticipants to keep their practices and engagement alive (Stuckey and Smith 2004).
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4.3 Essential 3: practical guidance on how to design and implement measures that
link individual, culture and systems change

The results of our study make it clear that inner-outer transformation is not a purely
introspective exercise that is an alternative or separate complement to tangible, practical
change. In fact, understanding and experiencing how and why each of us matter, and nour-
ishing transformative capacities through different methods (Essentials 1— 2) has shown to
be insufficient to adequately translate participants’ learning into concrete measures across
levels and scales. They indicate that it requires explicit guidance on how to design and
implement integrative approaches that link inner and outer dimensions of sustainability,
which is the praxis dimension of inner-outer transformation (Ives et al. 2023). It involves:

e A collaborative action-oriented platform for the continuous application of learning to
participants’ work contexts;

e Practical knowledge on how the consideration of the human, inner dimension can be
systematically mainstreamed across all levels of transformation; and

e The combination of solution-oriented and creative approaches to sustain related engage-
ment.

To avoid an inner-outer dichotomy and dualism, inner work has to go hand-in hand
with the continuous application to the work context, not only in the final modules. This
was an important result from the CLP and has been increasingly considered in subsequent
programs, with participants being asked to reflect on work-related needs, challenges and
potentials from the beginning of the course (e.g. Rupprecht and Wamsler 2023).

Translating learning to participants’ work contexts requires specific knowledge and
skills regarding how to work with others to systematically mainstream/integrate the consid-
eration of sustainability and associated inner dimensions within existing mechanisms and
structures. Whilst linking individual, culture and system change are crucial for support-
ing transformation, integrative approaches rarely featured in participants’ reported projects
and engagement. Isolated changes in strategic priorities, aims or visions of organisations or
teams, working structures, communication, project management approaches, staff develop-
ment, monitoring, evaluation or human and financial resource allocation is not sufficient.

Finally, methods that can support a move from problem-solving approaches (that focus
on responding to problems and what has to be fixed) towards more creative approaches
(that focus on tapping into people’s inner potential and realising sustainability imaginaries)
are, in this context, key to sustaining engagement and transformation (Fritz 1989; Senge
1999, 2006; Sharma 2017).

4.4 Essential 4: quality education through the consideration of differences, ethics,
adequate facilitation, monitoring and evaluation

To adequately implement Essentials 1-3, it is crucial to ensure quality and ethics consider-
ations. They involve the following aspects that cut across the ontological, epistemological
and praxis dimensions of inner-outer transformation (see Ives et al. 2023):

e The experience of the trainer(s) (relational pedagogies, ethics);

e The consideration of contextual and individual differences, fostering inclusivity and
intercultural learning; and
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e Adequate program monitoring and evaluation (relational, learner-focused and collabo-
rative alternatives).

Our results support research that indicates that trainers themselves play a key role in
the participant’s learning (Mezirow 2018). The ability to move beyond traditional, teacher-
centric pedagogy towards relational, dialogic, human-centred methods, invite different
perspectives, and give a sense of the complexity without overwhelming or confusing par-
ticipants, is important. Facilitators that lack extensive experience with the offered methods,
or an in-depth understanding of today’s polycrisis might do more harm than good to indi-
vidual wellbeing and sustainability agendas. Personal burnout, reinforcing either-or propo-
sitions in inner-outer work, or preserving business-as-usual through ‘fix-it’ and ‘fix-others’
approaches that reinforce current, unsustainable paradigms are concrete examples (Bentz
et al. 2022).

Our results also show that learning is highly personal, multifaceted and contextual.
Offering a diversity of methods and entry points for exploring inner-outer transformation
is thus crucial, together with continuously improving and decolonising pedagogy to foster
inclusivity and intercultural learning.

Finally, our study also highlights that it is challenging to assess and evaluate leadership
and education programs that involve both inner and outer transformation, and distil what
contributed to the success of a program. It indicates that current monitoring and evalua-
tion approaches must be adjusted to take account of a more comprehensive understanding
of today’s sustainability crises and the associated theories of change (see Essential 1). The
presented approach proved to be valuable to shed light on the complexities at play. Changes
in relationships are shown, in this study, to be a good proxy for inner-outer transformation
and action-taking.

Evaluation approaches need to assess what must be changed. Following the presented
essentials and their inherent logic, the focus should thus be on assessing the quality of rela-
tionships and associated integrative approaches at individual, collective and system levels
that ‘rattle’ unsustainable social norms, cultures, political systems and structures, whilst
moving from an understanding of people being ‘agents to be changed’ to being ‘change
agents’. Accordingly, methods have to identify change in narratives and levels of main-
streaming, as illustrated in this study.

At the same time, further research is needed to address the limitations of the present
study, particularly more longitudinal studies to monitor long-term impacts and change, to
better-understand how people absorb, internalise and subsequently integrate new insights
into their work, and what can be done to further support this process, ultimately creating
the knowledge base for evaluating and advancing the combination of methods for learning
and implementation.

5 Conclusions

This research paper addresses the important topic of the potential of leadership and capac-
ity building programs on sustainability transformation. It specifically focuses on programs
that aim to nourish inner development to support culture and system change and acceler-
ate work towards the Sustainable Development Goals. As there are a growing number of
such courses been offered to diverse audiences in and outside academia, it is high time to
critically evaluate their potential to contribute to sustainability outcomes across different
scales. The present study addresses this gap.
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On the basis of our results, we provide key principles for designing sustainability lead-
ership and education programs (Fig. 1). They relate to:

e Context and understanding: how we see the world (comprehensive understanding of
the nature of today’s sustainability crises in a complex, constantly changing world, and
one’s role in it);

e Learning approach: how we get to know (safe space and integrative methods for
exploring related inner dimensions and nurturing transformative capacities on a con-
tinuous basis);

e Practical guidance and solutions: how we engage (practical guidance on how to
design and implement measures that link individual, culture and systems change);
and

e (Quality control: how we ensure quality and equity considerations across all
aspects (ensuring quality education through the explicit consideration of ethics, the
role of facilitators, and adequate monitoring and evaluation).

Together, these four essential pieces, or key ingredients, support individual, collec-
tive and planetary flourishing, by covering all key aspects of inner-outer transformation
(ontology, epistemology, praxis, ethics; cf. Ives at al. 2023).

Put together, our results show how sustainability leadership and learning can become
a vehicle for transformation across individual, collective and system levels, by adapting
and combining inner development methods in ways that support participants in chal-
lenging current unsustainable social paradigms, and knowing how they can system-
atically integrate the consideration of the human dimension of sustainability within
existing cultures, mechanisms and structures. Our findings advance knowledge on the
complex intersection between sustainability, inner development and transformation, and
set a precedent that other training institutions could follow or learn from.
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