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Transdisciplinary learning to 
foster sustainable development
Institutionalizing co-engaged South-North 
collaboration 

Ways towards sustainable development will require mutual learning processes and 
processes of change across disciplines and stakeholders and between the Global South 
and North. The new Institute for Sustainable Development and Learning aims to meet
these requirements – through transdisciplinary learning as evidence-generating and 
evidence-supported learning processes on the individual, organizational and societal levels,
thus fostering fundamental system transformations. It invites scholars and other 
societal actors from the Global South and North to collaborate and partner.
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portant features in this regard (Barth 2015).
This is obvious when looking at Sustain-
able Development Goal 4 (ensure inclusive
qual i ty education and promote lifelong
learning opportunities for all), or the mani -
fold activities revolving around Education
for Sustainable Development (ESD) under
the umbrella of the UNESCO Decade for
ESD1 and the Global Action Program ESD2

over the past 20 years. Yet learning has al -
so been increasingly mentioned as a cen-
tral concept to foster sustainability trans-
formations in the context of social learning
processes (e.g., Reed et al. 2010), real-world

ince sustainable development has
emerged as a normative guiding idea at

the global level, it has been perceived as a
“moving target” (Hjorth and Bagheri 2006)
that requires deliberation and an ongoing
process of change. Accordingly, there is
emphasis on the crucial need to find “ways
of promoting the social learning that will
be necessary to navigate the transition to
sustainability” (Kates et al. 2001, p. 642).

Consequently, the notion of learning for
sustainability figures prominently in both
academia and policy, and learning and ed-
ucation are increasingly considered as im-

laboratories and experiments as learning
and research settings (e.g., Schäpke et al.
2018 or Singer-Brodowski et al. 2018), or
change processes and capacity-building
in administrations and other organizations
(e.g., Keeler et al. 2019).

Transdisciplinary learning and 

sustainable development

When it comes to learning and sustainabil -
ity, we see the concept of transdisciplinary
learning as particularly important. Learn-
ing, in that sense, is a broad concept that
encompasses many forms and needs to be
further clarified. This can be done based
on a distinction between two main dimen -
sions: the area of societal interaction and
the level of reflection informing learning
pro cesses (Barth and Michelsen 2013). For
the social dimension of learning, we can
distin guish three distinctive forms rang-
ing from individual learning in a group, to
learning as a group, to learning as social
change pro cess that transcends group
boundaries. Learning in all three areas can
happen in three forms of learning, that is,
single-, double- and triple-loop learning –
terms that refer to the level of reflection that
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informs the learning process (Argyris and
Schön 1996).While different forms of learn-
ing in the social dimension are equally im-
portant, the progress towards triple-loop
learning plays a crucial role in sustainabili -
ty. Ultimately, with triple-loop learning, new
ways of thinking are sought after, progres -
sing from reflection on how to do things dif-
ferently towards how to do different things. 

This understanding of learning is very
closely linked to transdisciplinarity as a
problem- and solution-oriented research
practice that plays a central role in sustain-
ability science (see, e.g., Lang et al. 2012).
This link becomes obvious, as a key char-
acteristic of transdisciplinary research is
mutual learning processes among differ-
ent scientific disciplines as well as between

science and society on equal footing. In this
sense, we conceptualize transdisciplinary
learning as evidence-generating and evi-
dence-supported learning processes on the
individual, organizational and societal lev-
els, fostering fundamental system trans-
formations. 

The new Institute for Sustainable 

Development and Learning 

At Leuphana University Lüneburg, the idea
of transdisciplinary learning for sustain-
able development has been further devel-
oped, applied in diverse research projects,
and used for curricula development on all
levels of education, particularly at the UN-
ESCO Chair for Higher Education for Sus -
tainable Development, for more than 20
years. Building on this experience, in Sep-
tember 2019, the Institute for Sustainable
Development and Learning (ISDL) was of-
ficially inaugurated. As an inter-faculty
body, it strives to evolve into a national as
well as international platform that enables
evidence-generating research and supports
the evidence-based application of findings
in close collaboration with partners from
the Global South. To this end, it will system -

atically put the South-North dimension of
transdisciplinary learning processes in sus-
tainable development at the center of its ac-
tivities and aims at actively contributing to
the implementation of the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs).

According to the areas of learning on
the societal dimension outlined above, a
three-tier learning underpins the insti-
tute’s work: individual education process-
es, experience-based cooperation, and so-
cietal interaction.

Transdisciplinary learning through
individual education processes
In our research, we are interested in pro -
cesses and approaches that empower the
individual to actively participate in shaping

sustainable development within transdis-
ciplinary settings. Research on the respec-
tive learning processes can facilitate con-
tributions towards shaping, implement-
ing, and developing learning formats that
encourage individual education processes
leading to sustainability-related skillsets. 

Transdisciplinary learning through 
experience-based collaboration
In this area, research focuses on group
learning and organizational processes that
contribute to the establishment of “Com-
munities of Practice”. The integration of
different stocks of knowledge opens the
discussion for a diversity and plurality of
the oretical and methodological perspec-
tives, backgrounds, and world views, as well
as a variety of perceptions on political and
governance design. Research in this sector
enables the development of specific prin-
ciples of how to shape capacity-mobilizing
measures. Consequently, it can directly con-
tribute to the establishment of sustainable
local as well as regional Communities of
Practice, which are vital for sustainable
development, particularly in the Global
South. 

Transdisciplinary learning through 
societal interaction
Here, we are interested in learning process-
es that go beyond individuals and well-de-
fined social entities and their ability to ini-
tiate systemic change for sustainable devel -
opment. Through a special focus on the
role of universities on the one hand and the
mutual learning processes between science
and society on the other, insights on the im -
plementation of the SDGs shall be gleaned.
Thereby, evidence-based progress in the
implementation of the SDGs can be detect -
ed and will enable consulting for the fu-
ture implementation of sustainable devel-
opment.

For all of these levels, we strive for co-
developing meaningful activities to support

evidence-based activities in research, capac-
ity mobilizing and agenda setting. These
activities explicitly focus on long-term im-
pacts, address leverage points for sustain-
able development, and underline the rele-
 vance of transdisciplinary learning process-
es to foster sustainability transformations.

Exemplary activities

The activities of the ISDL are usually proj-
ect-oriented and placed in content-focused
spheres. Three sample projects are:

Actionable Sustainability Education
Across the Pacific with SolarSPeLL 
In this project on individual learning es -
pe cially in the Global South, funded by the
Global Consortium for Sustainability Out-
comes3, we partner with SolarSPELL4(Solar
Powered Educational Learning Library), a stu-
dent-centered initiative hosted at Arizona
State University. The SolarSPELL digital li-
brary provides locally relevant, open-access
educational material through an offline wi-

3 https://sustainabilityoutcomes.org
4 www.solarspell.org

The goal of the new Institute for Sustainable Development and Learning 
is to create spaces for exchange, critical and creative discussions, and joint ac tiv ities 
of actors from the Global South and the Global North. 
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fi hotspot. It mimics an online experience
to build information literacy and engage
with sustainability-relevant material. No ex-
ternal electricity, internet connection, or da -
ta is required for operation. Giving access
to the material in such a way, coupled with
teacher guidance in its use, is expected to
improve students’ learning experience. By
developing, testing, and implementing
meaningful educational material, this proj-

ect aims to contribute to supporting the
competence development of those students
from regions most at risk when it comes to
climate change and hardest to reach.

Towards a Sustainability University
Baro meter 
Organizational learning is sought after with
the Sustainability University Barometer, which
aims at continuously mapping the contri-

bution of the higher education sector to
sustainability and meeting the goals of the
2030 Agenda on a global, regional, and na-
tional scale. Besides insights related to the
2030 Agenda, as such, it focuses on SDG 4
and is informing the follow-up post Global
Action Program for ESD. This will be done
in a twofold approach: established guiding
principles indicating progress towards sus -
tainability are continuously observed (“cruise

I

We acknowledge that we are living in a time of transformation. A range
of interconnected social, economic, cultural, and environmental changes
are taking place globally at levels never before seen. These changes threat-
en a number of “planetary boundaries” in the long term and thus bring
the topic of inter- and intragenerational justice to the fore. How can we
ensure sustainable development within safe and just boundaries?

We emphasize the fact that sustainability science (comprising the natu-
ral and social sciences as well as the humanities) shows an increasing
capacity for analyzing and understanding key challenges and their drivers.
At the same time, societies are responding to these challenges by estab -
lishing a global agenda of sustainable development goals as well as imple -
menting them on national levels. South-North relations and links between
the global and the local are reinterpreted and newly considered. Howev -
er, the concept of sustainable development does not provide the pathway
or distinctive solutions that can be easily followed. Sustainability science
hence not only faces the challenge of generating an even more nuanced
understanding of sustainability problems but also needs to contribute to
finding and testing possible solutions.

We see the need for societal learning processes to address these challeng -
es and the inherent complexity therein. Different actors around the globe
will have to contribute to a transformation toward sustainability. In doing
so, universities will play an important role in and for a civic society in the
21st century. They will have to reconsider their roles and activities to con-
tribute to finding and testing solutions for and with society.

II

We recognize that the quest for methods to transition toward sustainabil -
ity involves constant mutual learning and negotiation.These processes
take place at the interface of science and other sectors of society. Science
thus needs to co-design new methods of communication and investiga -
tion on equal footing with actors from other sectors of society, while the
whole society is being asked to become open and engage in these co-de-
sign and mutual learning processes. These learning processes will take
place between science and other sectors of society as well as between the
Global South and the Global North.

We understand that transdisciplinary learning is key for sustainable de-
velopment. Transdisciplinary learning occurs on three closely interlinked
levels: 1. the level of individual learning, in which key competencies and
practical wisdom for sustainability are developed; 2. the level of organi -
zational learning through experience-based collaboration; 3. the level of
social learning through societal interaction and action, including the trans-
formation of taken-for-granted unsustainable societal norms. 

III

We affirm our deep commitment to enable and foster transdisciplinary
learning processes. The co-creation of knowledge between science and
other sectors of society as well as between the Global South and the Glob-
al North lies at the heart of our activities. We will contribute to such learn-
ing by collaboratively designing, implementing and evaluating learning
pro cesses, by building the mutually beneficial capacities to do so, and by
active, shared agenda-setting. 

We act in three strategic working areas to live up to our commitment: first,
our research focus lies in transdisciplinary learning for sustainable devel -
opment, and we aim to provide evidence-based insights into transdisci -
plinary learning processes and their potential to foster sustainable devel -
opment. Second, by supporting communities of practice and networks
of local and regional experts both in the Global South and the Global
North, we actively aim at mobilizing and support the capacities of change
agents. Finally, we offer and share consultation and advice for actors from
such fields as policy, civil society, the economy, and administration re-
garding issues of transdisciplinary learning for sustainable development
to mutually learn with these diverse actors. 

IV

We invite key stakeholders in science, policy, economy, and civil society
to an open dialogue on pathways toward sustainability. Meaningful soci -
e tal learning can only occur as a joint endeavor across boundaries and by
thinking critically and creatively outside the box. It is our very intention to
establish the Institute for Sustainable Development and Learning (ISDL)
as a facilitator of mutual learning processes across boundaries and for
making a substantial contribution to a safe and just future.

Declaration of Inception of the Institute for Sustainable Development and Learning (ISDL)

For the Institute of Sustainable Development and Learning:
Prof.Dr. Matthias Barth, Prof.Dr. Daniel J. Lang, Prof.Dr. Gerd Michelsen

For Leuphana University Lüneburg hosting ISDL:
Prof. (HSG)Dr. Sascha Spoun, Prof.Dr. Henrik von Wehrden

For the Advisory Board committed to supporting ISDL with their expertise:
Rebecca Harms, former MP European Parliament; Prof. em. Helga Kromp-Kolb, University of Natural Resources and Life Sciences (BOKU), Austria;
Prof.Dr. Heila Lotz-Sisitka, Rhodes University, South Africa; Prof.Dr. Thomas Potthast, University of Tübingen, Germany; Prof.em. Tan Sri Dato Dzulkifli
Abdul Razak, International Islamic University, Malaysia; Prof.Dr. Imme Scholz, German Development Institute (DIE), Germany; Prof. Mirian Vilela,
Earth Charter Center for Education for Sustainable Development
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mode”), while at the same time enabling
factors for exploring new pathways are
also part of the barometer as well as good
practice examples that allow for mutual
learning (“exploration mode”). The barom -
eter will include a set of indicators that are
measured in each wave of inquiry (longi-
tudinal), but each wave also has a specific
topical focus with more in-depth inquiries.
In contrast to other assessment tools, the
unit of analysis is not the single higher ed-
ucation institution (HEI), but the sector
as such. To reach this goal, the selection
of institutions will be based on a purpose-
ful sampling.

Globally and Locally Sustainable 
Food-Water-Energy Innovation in 
Urban Living Labs (GLOCULL)
In this project on societal learning, funded
by the European Union and the Belmont
Forum within the Joint Programming Initia -
tive Urban Europe, seven universities from
Africa, South America, the US, and Europe
work together with several local actors out-
side academia at the places of the respec-
tive universities. The aim of these collabo -
rations is to foster sustainability transfor-
mation through real-world experiments in
urban living labs (ULL). 

Transdisciplinary learning plays an es-
sential role in this project in at least two
ways: 1. within the different ULLs as learn-
ing among the involved actors from dif fer -
ent societal sectors, and 2. across the dif-
ferent ULLs to explore the possibility to
transfer and scale solutions as well as pro -
cesses. For enabling these learning pro -
cess es, a formative, evaluative scheme for
real-world experimentation (Luederitz et
al. 2017) has been specified for the project
context and will be applied in all ULLs.
Furthermore, collaboratively devel oped
causal-loop diagrams will be used to allow
for mutual learning and bridging the gap
between contextualized learning in the
single ULLs and learning to generate trans-
ferable insights on a general level. 

All experiments in the GLOCULL proj-
ect focus on the water-food-energy nex us
and range from small-scale gardening proj-
ects in informal settlements and craft-beer
production to the refurbishment of an ur-
ban neighborhood. 

An open invitation

Transdisciplinary learning for sustainable
development cannot and should not hap-
pen in silos, nor can sustainability be
reached through following a competitive
idea. Therefore, ISDL is already embedded
in and closely linked to the activities of dif-
ferent networks such as the NaWis consor-
tium or the Copernicus Alliance. The goal of
ISDL is to create spaces for exchange, crit-
ical and creative discussions, and joint ac -
tiv ities of actors from the Global South and
the Global North who want to advance trans-
disciplinary learning as a means to foster
sustainable development. Everyone who is
interested in this endeavor is warmly invit-
ed and welcome to join us through collab-
oration and partnership in order to jointly
make a substantial contribution for a safe
and just future. To make the ethos and com-
mitment of ISDL for potential partners
transparent, you find its declaration of in-
ception above. 
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