1. You are originally trained as an architect and urban planner. How did this lead to the establishment of the unique Contemplative Sustainable Futures Program (CSFP)? What is the story behind it?

I have always bee driven by finding work that would allow me to dedicate my time to something meaningful, to grow personally and serve people and the world with the best of my capacities. 

Because I wanted to engage directly with people, their needs and the environment, I first trained as an architect and urban planner, before I did a Master in International Humanitarian Assistance. This quite unique combination of studies opened up meaningful work opportunities. It allowed me to engage with different organisations to create more socially just and sustainable communities. I supported marginalised communities in Togo (West Africa), supported more socially just waste management in Mexico, worked in slum upgrading in Chile, and in post-earthquake reconstruction in India and Peru. After Hurricane Mitch in 1998, I worked in Central America to help marginalised communities to become more disaster resilient.
With increasing climate change and related impacts worldwide, such as windstorms, heat waves or floods, my work became of increasing relevance, also in a European context. The urgent need to increase knowledge on how to better address disasters and climate change to create more sustainable cities brought me back to the University. 
Since 2011, I work at Lund University (Sweden), where I am Professor in Sustainability Science. In 2016 I established the „Contemplative Sustainable Futures“ Program at Lund University to address the neglect of inner dimensions and capacities in the field. Sustainability work generally focuses on a larger, systems perspective, on issues such as policy, governance and technology. There’s very little on the individual’s mind and wellbeing as an important factor. At the same time, it is becoming increasingly clear, that complex global challenges can’t simply be solved by new technology or governments alone. 
We also need to encourage a broader cultural shift towards sustainability. We have to completely rethink how we do things. This is where issues, such as mindfulness, empathy and compassion come in.

I established the „Contemplative Sustainable Futures“ Program with the aim to critically assess the potential role of inner dimensions and transformation in societies’ transition towards sustainability, and create space and opportunities for knowledge development, learning and networking on this topic. The first two activities under the Program where an experimental learning lab with Master’s students and a research study to explore the potential role of mindfulness in sustainability science, practice and teaching. Since, then the Program has been growing and consists today of many different activities.
2. Which activities do you conduct in the context of the CSFP?

The Program consists of three building blocks: Teaching, research and networking.
The teaching activities consist today mainly of a master’s level course on “Sustainability and Inner Transformation“, the only one of its kind. The course allows students to develop a critical understanding of the potential interlinkages between inner dimensions, transformation and sustainability, in both theory and practice. It includes a series of lectures and seminars to explore the role of people‘s values, beliefs, worldviews and associated cognitive/emotional capacities, such as mindfulness, to support sustainability. We bring together knowledge from sustainability science, social neuroscience, psychology, behavioural economics, contemplative studies and transformation theories. Some of the many topics we discuss include environmental leadership and activism, social justice, human–nature connections, and sustainable consumption are. 
The course includes Weekly Councils and a Practice Lab, which disrupts the traditional model of teaching and learning in the hope of offering something that is more transformative for students and teachers alike. The Weekly Councils create a space for sharing theoretical and personal insights, perceptions, experiences and feelings in a way that allow participants to be fully present and learn from each other. Focus is on deep listening and understanding. The Practice Lab includes practices such as breathing, bodyscan, compassion and perspective-taking exercises. The sessions built upon each other, moving from individual, to social and environmental dimensions. 
When it comes to research, the Program has already resulted in a walth of different publications, which have strongly influenced the field. Since the beginning of this year, the Program also includes two major research project funded by the Swedish Research Council Formas. They aim to better understand the potential interlinkages between personal, practical and political level transformations to support sustainability. The projects will answer what mindsets and associated learning processes are needed to support sustainable and democratic climate governance and the transition towards a fossil-free society sustainability. It will also provide answers regarding what is needed to enable such mindsets (enabling factors, methods, training)? Focus is here on policy- and decision-makers, as well as on the role of citizens.
Finally, the education and research is complemented with networking activities. They include the establishment of a knowledge network, supported by a database and regular exchange of relevant actors.
3. In the context of the CSFP, you have published several studies on mindfulness in sustainability science, practice and teaching. What have been the results?

The ﬁrst studies conducted under the Program focused on mindfulness as a potential aspect of inner capacity and transformation towards sustainability, followed by broader studies on inner dimensions and transformation for sustainability. 

The ﬁrst study explored whether there are any linkages between mindfulness, compassion and sustainability, and how this is reﬂected in current sustainability research, practice and teaching. The results showed that mindfulness and compassion have so far been vastly neglected in both sustainability science and teaching. At the same time, it provided scientiﬁc support for the positive effects of mindfulness and associated compassion-building on aspects that are relevant for sustainability, such as: subjective well-being; the activation of (intrinsic/non-materialistic) core values; consumption and environmental behaviour; people’s connection to nature; equity issues; social activism; innovation, and deliberate, ﬂexible and adaptive responses to sustainability challenges, such as climate change. The study also provided a springboard for further discussions on how we conduct research and education in sustainability, and how we construct knowledge, highlighting the importance of including multiple perspectives and entry points. 
The following three studies looked deeper into speciﬁc sustainability challenges, namely climate change and disasters. They showed that climate change adaptation is mediated by people’s inner dimentsions, such as personal values and worldviews. They also indicated that mindfulness and global sustainability might be more connected than we think today, but we need more research about the link between them. It’s high time to explore the practical impact that contemplative practices can have on sustainability, and how we can tap into this potential to drive global change.
Our initial research outcomes indicate that mindfulness disposition coincides with people’s motivation to take, or support, climate adaptation actions, people’s risk perception, and their acknowledgement of climate change, which can steer people away from fatalist behaviour. Mindfulness can also increase our ability to cope with the impact of climate change. Post-traumatic stress affects groups such as disaster victims, emergency workers, firefighters, police, military, volunteers, and communities that host disaster victims. Mindfulness can help making people better able to cope with stress and adapt to new circumstances, by minimising automatic, habitual, or impulsive reactions and increasing cognitive flexibility.

There is also indication that mindful thinking might assist in leading people to consider the consequences of unquestioned structures and power relations. This links to climate change as global warming has environmental and health consequences, which disproportionately affect low-income countries and poor people in high-income countries. 
4. Which role does politics play in this regard?
Politics, and many other larger systems today, focus on motives, such as growth, consumption, and competition. There is a clear neglect of inner dimensions and capacities, such as mindfulness, compassion, empathy, care or solidarty.
Consequently, governments are struggling to address increasingly complex sustainability challenges, such as climate change and associated impacts. Technological solutions exist, many countries could afford the transition, but still effective action is lacking. 
Our cognitive and emotional capacities and biases make it difficult to adequately address long-term challenges. They influence how we take decisions and deal with increasing complexity and diversity of democratic and climate governance, i.e., how we analyze and understand data/evidence, negotiate and relate with each other, address conflict and equity issues, communicate risk, and develop solutions. 
Accordingly, governments across Europe are increasingly addressing such issues through interventions aimed at improving policy-makers‘ inner capacities. At the same time, critical analyses and empirical evidence to understand if and how such interventions impact sustainability outcomes at different scales are lacking. Our new research projects address this gap and focus on related analyses. They also include mindfulness-based interventions for city officials as well as Parliamentarians in Sweden.
The ability to stop and feel can be politically transformative in a system that monetizes our attention (cognitive capitalism), but we have to integrate it with other forms of awareness and approaches, such as a systems thinking (rather than just focusing on individual awareness), organizing for change, etc. 
We are bound to recreate structures of injustice in our daily interactions if we are not working with internal belief systems, and how they are shaped by power, privilege and positionality. This is why internal transformation practices can be a powerful political tool towards sustainability. 

At the same time, we should not assume or advocate that contemplative practices automatically nurture sustainability and associated aspects, such as injustice or climate change, in a comprehensive way. Instead, the practices need to be oriented in a particular way, which requires adjusting them for specific purposes. So far, we do not have enough research on such issues. I hope that the Contemplative Sustainable Futures Program can provide new knowledge and insights to address this gap. I am very grateful that my work has led me to this field of work. It opens new perspectives and pathways, and it makes me happy and grateful to learn every day something new.

Note: This is the translation of an interview that was published in German in the journal Moment-by-Moment, March 2020 edition on „Strong Women“.

