
The contribution made 
by transdisciplinary 
sustainability research

July 2014
ISSN 18632025

Sustainable reading from the Oeko-Institut

Paths to change
Comment by guest contributor Dr. Kora Kristof

Together 
for change



2

Transdisciplinary studies 
are nothing new

If I were asked when the OekoInstitut started trans
disciplinary working – that is, discussing the chal
lenges of conservation with all stakeholders from 
society and the scientifi c community – I would say: 
on Day One. That is because the very fi rst analyses 
done by our scientists in the 1970s were the pro
duct of the joint eff orts of citizens’ action groups, 
environmental lawyers and alternative research. 
Our experts took other people’s knowledge and 
recombined it; spokespersons for environmental 
groups as well as other people brought this infor
mation to the policymaking table. I can say with 
confi dence that our work at the OekoInstitut was 
already transdisciplinary even before the term 
came into use.

Our last major review of the topic of transdiscipli
nary sustainability research was in our 2012 Annual 
Report. In this issue of eco@work we examine the 
subject again from various angles. We show how 
we used a transdiscipinary approach to our project 
work then and now, and also give a colleague from 
outside the Institute the chance to comment. In her 
guest contribution Dr. Kora Kristof from the German 
Federal Environment Agency explains what is need
ed to make a successful transition to more sustai
nability.

At the OekoInstitut we are convinced of this: there 
are viable paths to change. However, a lot of part
ners are needed, all pulling together, to achieve 
it. Each has a diff erent responsibility and diff erent 
backgrounds in terms of knowledge and experi
ence – but each is essential to the overall picture 
and to a successful outcome. At the OekoInstitut 
this is always at the heart of our daytoday working: 
we cooperate here across diff erent disciplines, con
ducting intensive discussions and always seeking 
the best solution. The last time the entire Institute 
was able to do this was at Königsstein im Taunus in 
May. Every two years all our staff  get together for 
a conference where we can exchange ideas about 
our work, the way the Institute sees itself, and future 
tasks.

I hope you fi nd the new eco@work fascinating, and 
wish you a restful summer.

Michael Sailer
CEO, OekoInstitut 
m.sailer@oeko.de
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Resource conservation, zero net envi
ronmental loading, equity – these are 
the key objectives of the major changes 
facing us if we take seriously the limits 
to the carrying capacity of the Earth 
Sys tem, the welfare of all humanity and 
the idea of global, intergenerational 
jus tice.*

Many interesting niche sustainability 
solutions are already appearing, but 
they will only become mainstream, 
firstly, when the right conditions are 
put in place at the key points in the 
whole system. Secondly, people have 
to be convinced of the importance of 
sustainability – only then will it become 
part of everyday life: when shopping, at 
work or when managing or investing 
money. 

For this to happen, it’s not enough to 
address the question “What should 
change?” by itself. It is precisely in times 
of radical change that the question 
“What are the main factors for succeed
ing with social changes?” is increasingly 
asked as well.

It is only when we understand social 
changes better that we can also shape 
them more successfully. To do this we 
can learn from both scientific enquiry 
and empirical experience. Societal 

upheavals are often so complex that 
simple assumptions about the relation
ships between cause and effect are 
useless. Too many players are involved, 
it’s difficult to survey the processes of 
change and it is not clear when events 
will happen. That is why attempts at 
change often fall short and decision
makers in politics, companies and other 
social movements don’t achieve the 
outcomes they hoped for.

Nevertheless, in order to be able to 
make sense of a confusing world and 
act within it, people want to understand 
how processes of change function and 
which influences operate. That is why 
the sciences develop explicit models, 
and ordinary people develop implicit 
ones as well. They help us to filter out 
the constantly recurring patterns from 
the tide of information on diverse pro
cesses of change and to align our own 
behaviour to them. Models provide ori
entation in a complex world. 

Models differ not only within and bet
ween the individual scientific disci
plines but also from person to person 
and between different cultures. The 
environment in which they are used 
affects the models as well, as do the un
derlying concepts of how society, orga
nisations and individuals “function”. 

Despite these differences, there are still 
common findings running through the 
scientific and empirical models, and key 
factors for success can be deduced from 
them. If these are given serious con
sideration they can smooth the paths 
to change (explored in detail in Kristof 
2010a & 2010b).

* e.g. Rockström 2009, Jackson 2009, 
WBGU 2011, Daschkeit/Kristof/Lorenz/
Veenhoff 2013

 kora.kristof@uba.de
 www.oeko.de/142/comment

Dr. Kora Kristof is Head of Department I1
(Sustainability Strategies, Sustain
able Resource Use, Instruments) at the 
German Federal Environment Agency 
UBA. The graduate economist wrote 
her postdoctoral thesis on successful 
paths to change.

Successful paths to change
Comment by guest contributor Dr. Kora Kristof
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Transdisciplinary 
sustainability research
Extreme weather events are increasing. The end of fossil fuels is in sight. Our society is ageing. 
Climate change, resource shortage and demographic change are challenges of our times. 
They have something in common, too: they aff ect us all – the scientifi c community and poli
cymakers and industry and civil society. That is why cooperation between diff erent players 
is indispensable if we are to manage global challenges together: cooperation that is essential 
for transdisciplinary sustainability research, and that is practised in numerous OekoInstitut 
projects.

_02|2014



Where do global problems originate? 
What are appropriate ways of tackling 
them? And how can our society make 
the necessary changes? Transdisciplin
ary sustainability research seeks an
swers to such questions. “Science alone  
can’t answer these questions; new 
knowledge and the expertise of a range 
of players in society to generate such 
knowledge is needed, on account of 
the complexity of the issues”, explains 
Dr. Bettina Brohmann, Research Co
ordinator for Transdisciplinary Stu
dies at the OekoInstitut. “If we want 
consumers to buy more sustainable 
products, for example, we need to ask 
them fi rst what they expect from an 
alternative product. At the same time 
I need to discuss this information with 
policymakers and others, so that a suit
able support framework can be found.” 
Within scientifi c work transdisciplinary 
sustainability research is not restricted 
to one or two players, either. “Transdis
ciplinary is always interdisciplinary as 
well”, Dr. Brohmann explains. “If I want 
to look into how we can combat the 
hunger in the world, I need the exper
tise of agricultural and social scientists, 
and political scientists and economists 
too.” Moreover, in the context of trans
disciplinary sustainability research, 
science is no longer just for producing 
knowledge. “Research has a new role 
here in kickstarting and supporting 
processes of change and in generating 
knowledge that can be used by diff er
ent players. When we formulate the 
research question, we integrate the im
plementation aspect from the outset”, 
says Brohmann. 

You could say that the OekoInstitut 
was born with transdisciplinarity. “We 
have had a transdisciplinary approach 
from the outset”, the research coordi
nator declares. She herself has overseen 
numerous transdisciplinary research 
projects, including the millennium pro
ject “Sustainable urban areas on inner 
city redevelopment sites: material fl ow 
analysis as evaluation tool”, carried out 
jointly with two network partners and 
two from industry. As part of the project 
promoted by the German Federal Minis
try of Education and Research (BMBF), 
two urban districts due to be developed 
sustainably were studied: the Vorstadt 
Nord district of Neuruppin in Branden
burg and the Vauban district of Freiburg 

in southern Germany. In Neuruppin the 
plan was to reurbanise and renaturalise 
an area to create a district where town 
merges into countryside. In Freiburg 
the site of a former barracks was to be 
converted into a model sustainable 
district. „The aim was to assess the en
vironmental and economic impacts of 
these projects, to examine the social 
aspects of sustainability and to study 
the collaboration between the various 
players”, explains Bettina Brohmann. “In 
addition specifi c recommendations for 
action for both projects were to be de
veloped from the results.”

First of all there were discussions with 
residents, planners and investors. In 
these the aims of the stakeholders – 
such as optimised resource use and 
more community involvement – and 
suitable indicators for the achievement 
of these aims were to be established. In 
addition, local environmental, econo
mic and social data was collected and 
the environmental and socioeconomic 
impacts evaluated with a material fl ow 

analysis. “The analysis included not only 
CO2 emissions, but also impacts on the 
regional economy and the involvement 
of (future) residents in the planning and 
decision processes”, the OekoInstitut 
scientist explains. Lastly the results of 
the analysis were compared with the 
aims of the local stakeholders, a list of 
measures for the sustainable develop
ment of the areas compiled and the 
results discussed in the districts. “A cru
cial fi nding of our analysis is that urban 
districts where residents have been in
volved in the planning and which have 
been redeveloped according to envi
ronmental criteria and using regional 
resources make a substantial contribu
tion to sustainable development”, says  
Bettina Brohmann.

Dr. Dierk Bauknecht from the Institute’s 
Energy & Climate Division reports on 
another transdisciplinary research pro
ject: the BadenWürttemberg Smart 
Grids Platform. “This project, which fi n
ished in 2013, looked at the develop
ment of solutions for the integration 
of electricity generation, storage and 
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consumption using smart grids”, he ex
plains. The renewablesbased transfor
mation of the energy system requires 
more fl exibility – smart grids can help 
with this. BadenWürttemberg will feel 
the eff ects of nuclear phaseout more 
acutely than many other German states 
and so has set itself the goal of pioneer
ing the development of smart grids. 
Smart grids can make a signifi cant 
contribution to the state government’s 
target of meeting a total of 80 per cent 
of its energy needs from renewables by 
2020. 

The project, launched by Baden
Württemberg’s Ministry of the Envi
ronment, Climate Protection and the 
Energy Sector, brought 144 relevant 
players together. “Public utilities and 
energy companies were involved, as 
were network operators and appliance 
manufacturers”, says Bauknecht. “As 
well as these, there was participation 
by experts from construction, informa
tion and communication, distribution 
and commerce, and from science, con
sultancies, politics and the authorities.” 
All these stakeholders took part in a 
series of workshops to develop a road
map recommending institutional mea
sures as well as specifi c projects. Unlike 
a scientifi c study, the roadmap refl ects 
the various players’ diff ering interests 
and perspectives as well as their know
ledge. And the outcome is not only the 
printed roadmap but also the commu
nication process achieved between 
the participants. “There were four pro
ject groups”, explains Bauknecht. “The 
 OekoInstitut oversaw the themes of re
gulation and the contribution of smart 
grids to the transition to renewable 
energy, while  our project partners from 
Fichtner GmbH in Stuttgart looked after 
the themes of technology and business 
models.” One key institutional recom
mendation from the stakeholders was 
that smart grids should be integrated as 
an interdisciplinary theme in research 
and teaching – existing courses of stu
dy could be expanded or research com
munities formed. With regard to actual 
implementation, one proposal from the 
participants was to set up a pilot project 
in which they could continue to work 
together to drive forward the develop
ment of smart grids. “The roadmap that 
has been drawn up forms the basis of 
a longterm process”, the OekoInstitut 

scientist declares. Meanwhile, the vari
ous stakeholders from the platform 
have formed a society where they are 
continuing their work on implementing 
the recommendations.

Sustainable cities and smart grids – two 
projects dealing with crucial topics for 
the future. Both projects demonstrate 
how it makes sense to integrate the 
specifi c expertise of players from diff er
ent fi elds. Dr. Bettina Brohmann empha
sises the importance of upholding key 
research standards when doing this. 
“For example, when involving stake
holders, the mistake is often made of 
addressing them as guinea pigs and 
not as active participants in the scienti
fi c projects”, she says. “However, it is im
portant to really cooperate with outside 
players – when designing the research 

project as well as in the working process 
and its evaluation.” On top of this there  
are also numerous standards to ob
serve. “For example, another important 
issue is the accompanying evaluation 
and observation of the process”, Broh

mann explains. “They form a key ele
ment of transdisciplinary sustainabil
ity research, but implementing them is 
no easy task.” 

In Brohmann’s view a complete rethink 
is also needed on the question of how 
to achieve the transformation to more 
sustainability – such as in the area of 
private consumption. “We have spent 
years working on information tools and 
labels which are supposed to persuade 
consumers of the benefi ts of greater 
sus tainability and to encourage alterna
tive behaviour, but wouldn’t it make far 
more sense to change the framework 
conditions as well?” she says. Taking the 
example of mobility, the research coor
dinator suggests that if you want to per
suade people to get out of their cars and 
onto their bikes, you have to off er them 
something in return. “The fi rst thing is to 
have aff ordable, functional bikes, then 
you need safe, readily accessible cycle 
stands and after that combined tickets 
for trains and trams which cyclists can 
easily take their bikes on, and that’s just 
the start”, she explains. Starting points 
like these would need to be found in 
many areas where more sustainability 
is the main target. “If we want to tack
le the major global challenges we must 
have the confi dence to branch out and 
approach the problem from a diff erent 
angle”, says Bettina Brohmann.

Christiane Weihe

 b.brohmann@oeko.de
 www.oeko.de/142/infocus1
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Global Value – 
a tool for multinational 
companies

Becoming even better – not just in terms of pro
ducts and services, but overall: for many compa
nies that seems to go without saying. Sustainabili
ty measures for good staff  development, an effi  
cient energy supply and environmentally sound 
waste management are widespread. But do the 
activities of multinational companies actually im
pact on global development and sustainability 
goals – such as poverty reduction and environ
mental conservation? The European Global Value 
project, which the OekoInstitut is involved in, is 
addressing this issue. Central to the project is the 
continuing inclusion of practical industrial expe
rience and the expertise of a variety of stakehold
ers.

Global Value is coordinated by Vienna University of Econo
mics and Business (WU) and promoted under the EU’s 7th 
Framework Programme for Research and Technological 
Development. A total of twelve partners from Europe, Asia 
and Africa are working on the project to achieve a clear 
goal: from 2016 multinational companies will be able to 
evaluate their impact on global development and sustain
ability goals and make improvements. The creation of a 
new instrument is at the core of the project, with the aid 
of which companies will be better able to assess the en
vironmental and social impacts of their products and ac
tivities in developing countries. This development, which 
in volves researchers and practitioners from the widest 
range  of disciplines and backgrounds, is a joint venture 
with companies. “The tool will enable company activity 

The 
sustainability 
trainer
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to be assessed as fully as possible – en
compassing procurement, production 
and distribution as well as voluntary 
corporate commitment”, explains Chri
stoph Brunn, an OekoInstitut expert. 
With the aid of the webbased tool, 
companies will be in a position to iden
tify and implement more responsible 
choices. A handbook and training ma
terials are being developed alongside 
the tool to help companies with prac
tical application. “Once it is ready the 
tool will be freely available worldwide”, 
he says. 

In the tool’s development phase the 
practical experience of companies 
such as those in the textile and food 
industries is already being put to use 
– industry partners Bata and Olam will 
each test the tool at different stages of 
development and their feedback will 
contribute to continual improvement. 
These two partner companies have fac
tories in Bangladesh und Tanzania, and 
research partners from these countries 
are participating in Global Value. In ad
dition the tool development process is 
monitored by an “expert crowd”: this 
panel of experts is intended to be an im
proved version of a traditional advisory 
board. It already consists of over 100 
members and is to be expanded further 
in order to cover the main themes and 
sectors as comprehensively as possible. 
“The experts come from industry, poli
tics and civil society organisations, and 
in the course of the project they will 
repeatedly contribute their knowledge 
and assessments via digital channels”, 
says Christoph Brunn. “We are current
ly looking for more members for the 
expert crowd, and interested professio
nals can apply via the WU homepage.” 
He adds: “The development of this tool 
is a transdisciplinary project – you can 
see that from the expert crowd and the 
industry partners, as well as the variety 
of research institutions involved.” 

The basis of the development goals 
to be defined, achievement of which 
will be tested with the tool, will be the 
eight Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs). These came out of the Millen
nium Declaration of the United Nations 
Summit and include the eradication of 
extreme poverty and hunger as well as 
the achievement of universal primary 
education and the guarantee of envi
ronmental sustainability. The 189 states 

at the Summit pledged to achieve these 
goals by 2015, and a followup agenda 
is already on the way. “The new Sustain
able Development Goals (SDGs) are 
to be developed by autumn 2014”, ex
plains Franziska Wolff, the Deputy Head 
of Environmental Law and Governance 
at the OekoInstitut. The development 
of the SDGs is also being watched close
ly in the context of the Global Value pro
ject. “We have our own work package 
that keeps track of this process and en
sures that the latest developments are 
integrated in the project”, she says.  

However, before they can really get 
started on developing the tool, the 
OekoInstitut researchers have to com
plete important groundwork: they are 
working on institutional frameworks 
for sustainable business conduct, or 
systems of governance. These are inter
related regulatory structures for various 
environmental and development is
sues at national and international level, 
developed by governments, business 
associations and NGOs. “For example, 
in the case of fair trade it would be UN 
standards, national laws, voluntary la
belling such as the Fairtrade mark and 
perhaps other civil society mechanisms 
such as the Clean Clothes Campaign”, 
explains Franziska Wolff, who is leading 
the relevant work package of the Glo
bal Value project. In the IMPACT pro
ject, which finished in autumn 2013, 
the  OekoInstitut researchers looked 
into the effect on society of voluntary 
sustainability measures by businesses. 
In doing so they discovered that more 
stringent regulatory measures – such as 
taxes and compulsory reporting – are 
expedient and necessary for commit
ment to sustainability. 

Now the OekoInstitut is going to un
dertake a study on behalf of Global 

Value into the influence institutional 
frameworks have on sustainable beha
viour by multinational companies. “First 
we identify the systems of governance 
relating to environmental and develop
ment issues”, says Wolff, “and then we 
look at how, through corporate beha
viour, these affect environmental and 
social aspects in the developing coun
tries, and also how they affect the com
petitiveness of the multinational com
panies. Lastly, we are interested in how 
far development policy measures by 
companies are coordinated with gov
ernment development cooperation.” 
At a workshop to be held in June 2014, 
the experts on the Global Value team 
will discuss their initial findings with 
relevant stakeholders, representatives 
from industry, science and civil society. 
“We will be discussing our preliminary 
work relating to systems of governance 
with these stakeholders, and we will 
also be talking about plans for case stu
dies”, she says. That is because, after the 
workshop, other practitioners will have 
their say: in nine case studies on vari
ous themes including fair trade, human 
rights and conservation of biodiversity 
the scientists will be asking many rele
vant players for their assessment of the 
influence of institutional frameworks 
on companies and indirectly on the 
environment and development. “In the 
case of fair trade these might be repre
sentatives of the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) or the Fairtrade la
bel, say”, explains the scientist, “but of 
course companies themselves should 
also be asked to what extent the insti
tutional frameworks influence them.” At 
this stage of the project too, the exper
tise of industry and other stakeholders 
is the cornerstone of Global Value.

Christiane Weihe

 c.brunn@oeko.de
 www.oeko.de/142/infocus2
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