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We’ve had gains in 
prosperity & well-being, but 
these have carried trade-
offs for eco-systems... 
What is the social contract 
that binds us together as a 
species?

WHOLE SYSTEM SOLUTIONS FOR 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

World Café Conversation/ 14:00 - 15:30/ 26 March 2012

A CONVERSATION ABOUT COMING TOGETHER...
How can our diversity & difference lead to common ground and common good?  What 
will it take to get the whole system participating in sustainable development?

150 people gathered in the first Bridges to 
the Future session at the ExCeL Center during 
a sunny, spring day in London. James Syvitski 
and Eduardo Brondizio welcomed the group to 
a conversation around whole system solutions 
for sustainable development. What will it take?

James Syvitiski, Chair of IGBP, Professor, 
University of Colorado and Executive Director 
Community Surface Dynamics Modeling 
System (CSDMS), spoke to the practical and 
applied science side of the conversation, 
understanding that global risks and solutions 
are interconnected and interdependent. 

Eduardo Brondizio, Chair of the 
Anthropology Department at Indiana University, 
spoke to the whole systems side of the 
conversation, realising that recent history may 
provide an essential deeper look at our roots  
to understand what has worked and how we 
came to our current situation. 

The room was set in a café-style offering an 
inviting environment for people to engage in 
collaborative dialogue around meaningful 
questions. The group was introduced to the 
process of a World Café and the flow of the 
session, which focused on these questions:

What does whole systems solutions mean in 
a sustainable development world?

Sub-questions:

How can we think more deeply and in more 
connected ways about critical issues facing 
the planet at this moment?

Or in other words…How can we become 
more collectively intelligent about what 
needs to happen?

As the first round of conversations came to 
an end, participants were invited to identify 
some of the ideas and answers that emerged 
at each of their tables. They included: 

• There should be caution taken to avoid the 
trap of trying to identify a single solution 
when a multitude of local solutions need  
to be innovated. Agreement that we need 
local solutions, but a global vision. 
Acknowledgement of the need to do 
research which has a systemic sensibility 
and that funders, including the government, 
can and should encouraged this.

What will it take?

Bridges to the Future Series Planet Under Pressure Conference 2012

Facilitator Linda Joy Mitchell introduces the session

What if a 
conversation could 

make the 
difference?



[2]

• A feeling the question itself needed to be 
questioned and whole-systems thinking is a 
paradox as in the scientific community, 
“whole” and “system” are sometimes used 
synonymously.

• Acknowledgement that it would take time to 
come to a common understanding as many 
people were coming with very diverse 
perspectives.  Also people are often using 
different words to mean the same thing. 

• Reductionist thinking cannot move us closer 
to the whole systems solutions that are 
necessary.  Massive structural changes to 
education and learning institutions are 
necessary to embed whole systems 
thinking. 

Another lively round of conversation 
commenced and this was followed by an 
invitation to converge the conversation by 
seeking to answer the harvest question: What 
will assist us in finding common, shared 
solutions, that cross social groups and 
boundaries?

Here’s what we think will assist us 
in finding common solutions:
Understanding Our Resources

• Recognise and account for our limitation 
of resources

• Respect biophysical constraints
• Acknowledge limits and boundaries

Integrating & Harnessing Knowledge

• Integrate knowledge systems and harness 
untapped and unconventional knowledge

• Relearning together
• Real examples of solutions (which value 

sufficiency not only efficiency)

Consumption, Finance, Economic Theory

• New economy paradigm (no eternal 
growth) 

• Income is the flow of services from stock
• Debunk dominant economic theory 

because it is demonstrated to be WRONG 
and HARMFUL to finding solutions

Platforms for Dialogue

• Analogy: Integrated catchment 
management (rivers)

• Changes to the way we organise 
ourselves

• Multidisciplinary & trans-disciplinary 
sharing of knowledge & ideas -- 
community + policy + government 

• Encourage Top-bottom combined with 
Bottom-up dialogue through use of a 
framework and through funding strategies

Future Generations Policy View

• Long-term planning
• Lift the political brake on moving 

forward on the vision
• 7 generation future view in all 

policy-making

There’s 
plenty more to 

say on this 
topic...

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:  www.theworldcafe 
community.org

WORLD CAFÉ
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Common Language

• Appropriate communication
• Consensus on common language – need 

to reach agreement on existing terms 
before reinventing new/similar terms – 
policy then needs to use simple, easy  
to understand language for helping  
with uptake

• Conversation, dialogue, process of 
sharing. Common goals, visions, 
reference points

New Philosophy of Life/Paradigm Shift

• Sharing work & working less
• A paradigm shift needs a big kick to 

society or to the economy
• Goal is: well-being for all, not primarily 

about money
• Defining common values – equality
• Encourage inner development to enhance 

creative solutions & lifestyle changes
• Sympathy for fellow human beings  
• Common values (based on real human 

needs – not money!)
• Be critical with worldviews (mental 

models) working across scales
• Paradigm change. New philosophy of life 

(ecological equation = 0)
• From Venn thinking to systems thinking

Framework (values) 

• A framework enabling communal 
elicitation & sharing of values, beliefs  
and assumptions

Monitoring & Evaluation 

• Move from “wants” to “needs” 
( = reduce consumption)

• Monitor & evaluate resource efficiency  
and sufficiency

Effective Cooperation

• Figure out common 
needs and make 
partnerships to meet 
the needs

• More effective 
cooperation

• Share obligations & 
values

• Common 
understanding of 
goals is needed with 
a mechanism that 
facilitates this (networked, 
international, multi-social, etc.)

Address the Balance of Power for the 
Collective Good

• Interactive solution mix
• Address imbalances in the distribution

of power at all scales. Demand 
regulatory frameworks that favour 
collective good

• Measure of “growth” inclusive of meeting 
basic needs and environmental goals

Communicating for Behaviour Change

• Human interaction is key to behaviour 
change. Science can influence but must 
communicate differently. Connect the 
right stakeholders to develop 
multidisciplinary solutions that allow 
trade-offs in development.

Honouring Difference, Diversity, All Roles

• We need to be able to hear our 
differences in order to establish (any) 
communality. We need an incentive to be 
in the room together in the first place.

• Switching roles (interaction)
• Institutional change that reconciles 

dualities e.g.: nature/economy, 

development/non-development, 
information/knowledge

Underpinning intentions

• Mindfulness
• Humility

Changing the story and therefore behaviour

• Realisation of the seriousness of the need 
for sustainability.  We need incentives to 
make sustainability an attractive option 
e.g. financial

Eduardo summarised the event by saying 
that no single solution will work... there is no 
panacea and no such thing as technological 
salvation. A side note - an issue that we have 
not raised at this World Café that is relevant to 
the discussion, is the amount of money that is 
spent on warfare worldwide. There is not one 
solution, but a return to meeting the basic 
human needs in a new way, in a way that 
brings a paradigm shift, is needed. 

WHAT WOULD IT TAKE?
Getting specific about the areas we need 
to focus on...
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It could be 
that diversity is 

our strength

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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