
From integration to action: How do 
we promote ethical transformation? 
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}  Defined as physical and/or qualitative changes 
in form, structure, or meaning-making. It can 
also be understood as a psycho-social process 
involving the unleashing of human potential to 
commit, care and effect change for a better life. 

 
 

5 



}  Do we have an adequate theoretical, empirical 
and practical basis for understanding 
deliberate transformation? 

}  How do we increase the capacities and 
competencies of individuals, groups and 
institutions to understand, initiate and 
facilitate transformation towards a 
sustainable and resilient future? 
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}  What types of transformation are considered 
necessary? 

}  What factors facilitate transformation in theory and 
in practice, across different systems, sectors, and 
domains? 

}  What types of capacities and competencies need to 
be developed to initiate and facilitate 
transformations that are both ethical and 
sustainable? 

}  How does science itself need to change, and how 
can new approaches to global change research 
contribute to transformation of both theory and 
practice? 
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}  Climate change as a technical problem 
}  Climate change as an adaptive challenge 

Technical problem 
One that can be diagnosed and 
solved by applying established 
know-how and procedures; 
amenable to authoritative 
expertise and management of 
routine processes.

Adaptive challenge Requires a change in mindsets; 
priorities, beliefs, habits and 
loyalties. Involves shedding 
entrenched ways, tolerating 
losses, gaining new capacities.



}  Involves recognizing 
how our own beliefs 
and assumptions 
influence our actions 
and the solutions we 
identify and prioritize 

}  Requires 
acknowledging and 
illuminating our own 
blind spots 



}  It is not about fear of 
change, but about the 
anxiety that results from 
feeling defenseless. 

}  ”Coping and dealing are 
valuable skills, but they are 
actually insufficient for 
meeting today’s change 
challenges.” 

}  ”Different meaning systems 
make sense of the world, 
and operate within it,  in 
different ways.” 



}  The socialized mind  (shaped by the 
definitions and expectations of our personal 
environment) 

}  The self-authoring mind (we are able to step 
back enough from the social environment to 
generate personal authority to make choices 
about external expectations) 

}  The self-transforming mind (we can step 
back from and reflect on the limits of our 
own ideology or personal authority; hold 
multiple systems and perspectives) 



  Meadows, D. 1999. Leverage Points: 
Places to Intervene in a System  





Experience 
Intentions, values, norms, 
consciousness that influence 
our understanding of climate 
change 

Culture 
Worldviews, social norms, 
and myths that are unseen 
but nevertheless inform 
institutions, decision-making, 
and action 

Systems 

Social and ecological 
systems that influence 
impacts and responses 
(positively or negatively) 

Behavior 
Practices and actions that 
drive climate change, or 
contribute  to mitigation or 
adaptation  
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 Self   Who am I? 

 Cognitive  What am I aware of?    
 Values  What is significant to me? 
 Needs   What do I need?   
 Moral   What should I do?    
 Interpersonal  How should we interact? 
 Emotional  How do I feel about this?   
 Aesthetic  What is attractive to me?   
 Spiritual  What is of ultimate concern?   

    
   



Underlying 
Causes 

Assumptions  
& 

Beliefs 

Systems  
&  

Structures 
 

Systems 
Causes 

Immediate 
Causes 

Technical 
Solutions 

Karen O’Brien 
 Monica Sharma  







}  Discernment: causes and consequences 
}  Convincing versus discussing (monologue 

versus dialogue) 
}  Inspiration versus indoctrination 
}  What are our own beliefs, assumptions and 

blind spots? 



“Something hit me very hard once, thinking about what one little 
man could do. Think of the Queen Mary – the whole ship goes by 
and then comes the rudder. And there’s a tiny thing at the edge of 
the rudder called a trim tab. It’s a miniature rudder. Just moving the 
little trim tab builds a low pressure that pulls the rudder around. 
Takes almost no effort at all.” (Buckminster Fuller) 



“The definition of insanity is to do the  
same thing over and over again,  

and expect different results.” 
 

Rita Mae Brown
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