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There can be an edge to 
conversations like these -- 
will I be listened to?  Will my 
point count?  Will my 
contribution make a difference?  
We use participatory processes 
to create the container for 
meeting each other well so we 
can get to collective 
intelligence together.

GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY GOALS:
World Café Conversation/ 14:00 - 17:30/ 28 March 2012

HOW MIGHT WE GET THE BEST OUT OF CREATING GOALS?
An opportunity to have a look at the process of creating global sustainability goals -- talking together in 
World Café, creating a graphic look at our priorities, coming together around how it might happen

This session was attended by a mix 
of scientists, policymakers, representatives 
from NGOs, government, media, academics 
and others.   The intention was to gather 
suggestions on the process of developing a 
Sustainable Development Goals framework.  
What it is that we can see together that none 
of us can see alone?  Here is a snapshot of our 
conversation.

Ashbindu Singh, Chief of the Early Warning 
Branch, UNEP Division of Early Warning & 
Assessment, based in Washington, D.C. 
opened the session by framing the journey 
until now:

In 2000 the UN General Assembly adopted 
the Millennium Declaration – a visionary 
document giving global commitment to solidarity, 
equality, dignity and respect for nature as core 
values. It outlined concrete and specific 
development goals to be achieved by 2015.  
They were elaborated into 8 goals, 18 targets 
and 48 indicators.  Criterion for indicators were:

• Country wise data

• Time series data for monitoring progress

• An international organisation compiling data 
on a regular basis (credible sources)

The lessons learned:  clear concept, 
concise, measurable/robust data are needed – 
numerical target setting seems to work.  It's 
easy to say “save the planet”, but when you 
put some numbers with the work, people seem 
to pay more attention.

The GEO 5 report indicated we were failing 
to meet agreed goals.  Very few of the goals 
that didn’t have numbers with them had been 
implemented.  For example, the emissionss 
reporting numbers seem to be working.  There 
are not that many environmental goals – many 
of them are aspirational.  What do we do with 
the MDGs after 2015?  Guatemala and 
Columbia suggested Sustainable Development 
Goals.  Whether the MDGs are equal to the 
SDGs is still under debate.  

Anantha Duraiappah, Executive Director of 
the International Human Dimensions 
Programme (IHDP), based in Bonn, and 
representing the four Global Change 
Programmes hosting this conference
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(IGBP, Diversitas, IHDP, WCRP and their Earth 
Systems Service Partnership along with ICSU), 
gave a picture of where we currently are:

As an initiative from the global change 
community and UNEP, this session offers us a 
way to contribute support from the scientific 
community leading up to Rio +20.  A strong 
partnership with the UN family, aiming to bring 
strong, credible robust science to this process 
is the intention.

What does Global sustainability mean?  Is it 
the same as SDGs at a planetary level?  These 
are the kinds of things we should be discussing, 
thinking of a process that will strengthen the 
partnership between science and the 
policymaking community.  It is early in the 
process – these three hours give us time to do 
something concrete to convey to Rio +20.  
Anantha outlined five points:

1. Opportunity to contribute support to the 
post-2015 MDG framework.

2. To learn from past experiences on MDGs, 
on how NOT to set objectives, goals, 
targets, indicators.

3. Be a strong voice going for development 
and global sustainability goals, targets, 
indicators post-2015.  What should the 
targets be?  We shouldn’t get to a point that 
we say “this is it”, rather, what conceptual 
frameworks should we be looking at?

4.  How do we dialogue on the conceptual 
frameworks to start the process of 
developing SDGs?  A strong partnership 
between the UN and science is needed.

5. A process to work towards establishing a 
set of goals, targets, indicators based on 
robust frameworks and capturing the 
interconnected nature of the social-
ecological systems is also needed.

World Café session 
The question for the two rounds of World 

Café was:  How might we get the best out of 
this process of developing these goals?

The first round of conversations surfaced 
many ideas.  Here is a flavour:

• We started with some questions: How do 
you measure the progress of a country - by 
the government or the people? If we are not 
meeting the millennium goals at the present 
time, are we just sustaining our own 
community by establishing new 
sustainability ones? Who tells the story?

• We spoke of the characteristics of what 
these goals might look like. We feel the 
need for an open and participatory process 
and wonder which stakeholders is it 
important to invite into the conversation? 
We also talked about a nested approach to 
these goals. For example, we discussed the 
2 degree temperature rise global goal, but 
we also need local and regional indicators 

and goals that carry meaning and relevance 
to their location.  

There’s a need for an open & 
participatory process. Who 
should be invited? 

• The first thing to do is to design the process 
of deciding what these goals might be 
before going on to think about 
accountability and possible sanctions that 
might apply if they aren’t met. There must 
be input from all scales, from individuals 
and communities as well as nations. What 
lessons might be learned from the MDGs? 
For example, where the sovereignty of 
states has gone too far, do we need to 
break down this approach? Thinking needs 
to be more connected and we need to 
identify drivers that cause all these inter-
connected effects.

• We feel that the declaration is somewhat 
disconnected from the goals. The values 
system also needs to be questioned. 
Indeed, which values are we talking about? 
We were talking about the ones that have 
led to this deterioration. The level of 
consumerism is too high - who should take 
responsibility for this situation we are in?

Collective Mindmap & priorities
At the end of the second round of 

conversation, participants were invited to move 
away from the tables and come into a group 
facing a large sheet of paper on the wall.  We 
focused on creating a collective mindmap of 
the challenges and opportunities facing us in 
creating a good process leading to the 
development of SDGs.  Each person who 
wanted to speak offered his or her specific 
contribution and indicated where it should be 
on the map.  At the end of the process, 
everyone took three sticky dots and placed 
them on what they believe to be the priority 
areas.

Here are the branches from the Collective 
Mindmap, with the bolded branches in order 
of priority (number of votes in parentheses) and 
a flavour of what appeared on each branch:

1. Engagement (16): Listening to the voices 
of social movements – to the voices of 
those suffering.  Acting from incomplete 
information, we can’t know it all but we can 
know more.

2. Participatory Process (10): The 
importance of involving all civil society in 
this process, in a meaningful way, 
Stakeholder engagement at a planetary 
level that calls decision makers to account. 

3. Values (10)

4. Well-being/Compassion (9): The 
importance of goals that enable us to take 
personal responsibility in life, to look after 
ourselves and each other and the planet. 
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WORLD CAFÉ

It’s all about conversation... 
• World Café is a method for 
fostering interaction & 
dialogue with both large and 
small groups.
• It’s effective in surfacing 
the collective wisdom of 
large groups of diverse 
people around questions that 
matter in real life 
situations.
• It helps a community to 
surface and deepen its 
conversation to action.

More:  http://
www.theworldcafe.com/ 

http://www.theworldcafe.com
http://www.theworldcafe.com
http://www.theworldcafe.com
http://www.theworldcafe.com
reedevans
Cross-Out
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5. Political will (9): How can global business 
play a role?  The importance of influencing 
policy makers and final decision makers. 

6. Global agreements (7): Dealing with the 
economic disparities between developed 
and developing countries.  Will the USA 
and other key actors show up at Rio +20 
and commit?  Examine the relationship 
between MDGs and SDGs – what does the 
learning from one show us about the other? 

7. Principles (7)

8. Cross scale challenges:  Intergenerational, 
geographic specific, degree of connection 
and separation. 

9. Taking a species centric view:  Recognising 
the intrinsic value of all life.  Either we 
reduce population ourselves or nature will 
reduce it brutally for us.

10. Building expertise:  Goals that remove the 
disparity between rich and poor.

11. Setting goals that are sustainable and 
feasible:  Particularly around air pollution 
and goals that help us evaluate our natural 
resources.  Recognising the difficulty of 
giving biodiversity a monetary value.

Convergence
When we came back from the break, we 

gathered in a circle to hear back from anyone 
who wanted to speak about what they had 
discussed during the World Café sessions or 
what they had experienced during the 
collective mindmapping session.  We said:

• We are all here at this conference because 
we want to leave the planet a better place 
than it was before.

• The Earth is the only safe place for us – we 
can’t depend on anything outside this Earth. 
Now is the best time for us to think as one. 

• Why do we speak of the need for political 
will to get things done? Are we not 
representing Western democracies where 
governments are supposed to act on behalf 
of the will of the people? We should be 
talking about our will and maybe how our 
democratic system works. It is time for more 
radical action as time is running out.

• The education system in the US is now in a 
state of national emergency. It’s now a 
commercial undertaking where there is no 
music, no art, and children are either taking 
tests or they’re preparing for tests. One of 
the most powerful countries on Earth has 
become chronically abusive to its children 
and this will affect other countries too and it 
will certainly affect what happens with 
sustainability.

• If we’re talking about education, a lot of 
what we are talking about here can be 
taught to children in the school garden.

• Thank you for showing us a potential way of 
working that I haven’t seen before.

• I really had a good time. Apart from being 
enriched by the discussion. I think we 
should all take back what we do best. The 
only way we can make an impact is to do 
what we do best… by concentrating on our 
passion and doing it to the best of our 
ability.

• I always get hope out of processes like this. 
Looking at the mindmap, I wanted to put all 
my energy into the achievable actions so it’s 
good to have people here who take the view 
of bold visions. 

• There was a paper recently about planetary 
boundaries. The notion of a nation state 
might be outdated. It no longer exists. The 
planetary boundaries and natural systems 
are going to force us to look beyond self 
interest. I’m looking forward to seeing what 
the outputs are of these last few hours.

• One of the reasons I came to this 
conference was to see what others are 
thinking and doing around the world. From 
listening to talks I was getting a sense of 
that in one dimension, but by coming here I 
gained a much richer sense of what is 
happening in the world.

• Coming to this conference I have received a 
lot of encouragement. These World Café 
sessions have been very, very helpful to me. 
The sessions were amazing. I got to learn so 
much from these people and I have 
tremendous respect for them. We should be 
given more opportunities for this. I want to 
learn from you all, to take it back to Nepal.  

• When we do something we should connect 
with the 7th generation to come. I organised 
a climate conference which was 
characterised by fights and arguments over 
these issues and I said we are going to stop 
talking, take a little meditation and start 
thinking of the 7th generation to come. It had 
a dramatic impact on the event.  I invite you 
to do this here and in your life. Thank you 
for welcoming me in your group. 

• When I look at the list of themes that came 
out on top, there are many in the vein of 
participation, engagement, values and so 
on. Then there is political will. I would like to 
see governance structure go beyond 
divisions and see more collaboration, since 
these problems belong to all of us and will 
need to be solved by all of us.

• I have hope that we are actually looking at 
the right motivators for action. I think it 
starts there. After we have developed our 
vision of what we want, then we can look at 
how to achieve it. But it all starts with 
knowing what we want and communicating 
that in a way that bridges the differences 
between us. And it comes back to internal 
and external motivators. Mine is my 
connection with nature. I feel that very 
strongly. I believe if we can connect with 
something inside of us then we can achieve 

COLLECTIVE MINDMAPPING

What do we see together? 
A collective mindmap is 
built from all our 
contributions.  All 
contributions are valid, 
the contributor says where 
the contribution goes on 
the map, contrary points 
of view are welcomed.  
Giving specific examples 
really helps.  Mindmapping 
helps us to graphically 
see what we want to 
prioritse.
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“It’s been a really interesting, exciting and stimulating afternoon...”
anything we want. I invite you to connect with that thing inside you 
that will help us overcome all the differences.

• Very reassuring that many of the things I have been 
thinking about, have arisen here without anyone 
needing to intervene.

• Very humbled by the opportunity to participate in this 
process. I had signed up for a couple of these 
sessions but I didn’t know what was in store. Very 
grateful for the experience. Urgent need to empower 
mankind and to make them aware of not protecting the 
earth. The values that are listed, I think we are on our 
way individually, the problem is the political level. It’s the 
sticking point. It looks as if we need a way, a strategy that can 
remove that final sticking point. Would like to ask the organisers of 
this session (this conference) to put some emphasis on this point.

• It’s been a really interesting, exciting and stimulating afternoon. 
Created so many thoughts. Such creativity in this room! We are all 
connected, I am connected by my sense of family in my humanness. 
Perhaps this sub-group in this conference is a clan, in that we share 
a sense of commonness in our work. Together we do achieve more.

• For however long we have slaughterhouses, we will no longer have 
peace on this earth. Personal will of all of us is needed to re-evaluate 
our relationship with animals.

• Thank you to the organisers of this. Very courageous and admirable. 
Look at what we are achieving. Changing formats is not easy.  I don’t 
know you here, but it doesn’t matter. Thank you for making us all feel 
the same here and receiving me in this way. I hold so many ideas 
here. When we started talking about others, politics, states, other 
people, they are just like you and me. I wish that all the UNFCCC 
negotiations started with a meditation. I happen to be that 

government official that is doing this..  I’m from Columbia. When I 
face that other guy from Japan or Brazil, I will know that we are the 
same. I will feel that we are humans in circle. Spaces like this are life-

changing.

•I am taking a lot of positive message. It’s frustrating that out 
in the media, a lot of the messages are very negative. I’d like 
to ask people here to think about how they can spread a 
positive message about where we are going.

•We generated a very friendly and nice circle of people from 
around the world. But I must confess that I still have some 

discomfort. I want to contribute as best we can by helping with 
the science so that the SDGs we develop can have a huge impact 

on the future direction of this world.

• Taking home a lot with me. I am a scientist and somebody should be 
pessimistic here. Apparently it is obvious that we will not achieve the 
2-degree target. What will happen, we are unsure. I know that we will 
do something and I believe in the power of good, but the time is 
ticking. Maybe a big disaster will wake us up. Things should happen 
faster. These types of processes need time. I’m a little confused if we 
have that time.

• There is something that disturbs me deeply in a conference like this. 
We almost always end up preaching to the choir. Where is there a 
CEO from the fossil fuels industry or the finance industry? We look at 
them as enemies but this is unhelpful. There are huge vested 
interests involved. One must keep pushing against this. Keep 
banging your head against the wall. Eventually it will crack a bit.

• The past few days I have been coming to the Bridges to the Future 
sessions – it has become the main event here for me. Every one has 
been given a chance to speak. We are treated equally here, and in a 
forum like this we need to have all those decision makers and policy 

I’m very 
humbled by the 
opportunity to 

participate
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makers able to speak together, so I 
commend you, the organisers, for making 
this opportunity. I sat down and created a 
vision of what I want from this life. It is only 
through education and learning that things 
change. Coming here I have realised that 
there are people who care, and there are 
others like me wanting to do something 
positive.

• When I had the invitation to come to the 
Planet Under Pressure conference, I 
wondered what my role would be here. The 
thought came to me that it is not only the 
planet under pressure, it is me too! In easing 
the pressure on me, I am also helping to 
ease the pressure on the planet. So I come 
here to discuss the problems in my city. I 
represent myself, so what will be the effect 
of my presence here? Why am I here? So I 
have to showcase what I have and the need 
to make our cities alive, and the need for 
good governance in every country, but 
particularly in the developing world. The 
needs of the people are diverse and need to 
be met. They come under sustenance and 
economic need.

• Even a twisted old cynic like me is getting 
something out of this session. Hearing from 
people here, young people, decision-
makers, citizens, each of you.  I’m glad  
I stayed.

• We have created some of our own 
Development goals.

Ashbindu closed the session by saying:  “I 
am glad to see we have new blood here. Not 
only scientists. It was Columbia that started 
the discussion on SDG. Let’s see what will 
happen in the lead up to Rio +20. When you go 
into the governmental process you never know 
what will happen. There will only be one 
framework after 2015 whatever happens. 
Thank you all very much for contributing  
to this process.”

Bridges to the Future
How would you make use of the intellectual 
power of 2500+ of the world’s leading 
experts on global change, sustainability, 
development and resilience?

Amidst the traditional conference keynote 
addresses and breakout sessions, we piloted 
interactive sessions designed to provoke 
dialogue between business, policy and science 
and generate novel solutions to pressing 
problems. But we must also develop fresh 
perspectives on how social sciences and natural 
sciences interact. These participatory sessions 

are called Bridges to the Future. In 
comparison to a scientific presentation, these 
sessions happened in conversation and were 
recorded in that way.

Programme Development
• Reed Evans/reed.evans@igbp.kva.se
 
Facilitation Team
• Mary Alice Arthur/www.getsoaring.com
• Linda Mitchell/

www.lindajoymitchell.org.uk

• James Ede/
littlegreenmushroom@gmail.com

• Liane Fredricks/
www.lianefredricks.com

• Cindy Sundborg/
cindysundborg@gmail.com

For more about participatory process and 
the Art of Hosting practice:
www.artofhosting.org 
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Coming here, I 
realised there are 
people who care 
about positive 

action
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