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“You cannot change a system unless you transform consciousness.”
Otto Scharmer, (2018)
***
“Food and culture are the currency of life. And while we are overwhelmed by disease and death, a
living food culture can show the light to the path of life”
Vandana Shiva (2021)

***
“We cannot solve our biggest problems if we do not come together. It is not only about institutions
or processes. It is in the first instance about our mindsets.”
Antonio Guterres, UN Secretary General (2021)
***
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Executive Summary
Food connects us with one another, our cultures and our planet. Rather than nourishing our collective
health and well-being, however, food systems are at the heart of the social and environmental crises
we face 1. Despite significant investment and effort towards transforming food systems, the solutions
emphasized so far are not delivering the necessary impact. This impasse calls us to examine more
deeply the root causes of our crises and the structural barriers to transformation.
Progress is hindered by entrenched power structures that severely limit agency to create change at
individual and collective levels. These structures maintain and are themselves maintained by a
pervasive cultural narrative of separation. This narrative underpins a dominant paradigm of unfettered
economic growth, deprioritizes care in policymaking, depresses stakeholder collaboration, and
manifests in a widespread inability to think and act systemically.
While these barriers are embedded in structural inequities and the lack of agency of the most
marginalized stakeholders, they are also fundamentally rooted in our consciousness, particularly in
cultural patterns of disconnection from self, others, and nature (see Box 4). Consciousness refers to our
awareness of inner and outer phenomena, which influences the lens through which we see and relate
to ourselves, and the world around us: others, nature, and future generations. Cultivating
consciousness leads to an increasing circle of identity, care and responsibility 2.
In the field of sustainability, the importance of deepening consciousness, and cultivating inner
capacities – individual and collective awareness, mindsets, beliefs, values, worldviews, and associated
transformative cognitive, emotional and relational qualities and skills - that support it, is increasingly
recognized 3. Accordingly, the latest IPCC reports on climate change mitigation and adaptation
highlight for instance the role of “inner transitions” and inner capacities of individuals, organizations,
and societies as a lever for accelerating the transition in the context of sustainable development 4,5.
Overcoming structural barriers to food systems transformation requires investments in building and
cultivating the inner capacities of individuals, groups, and institutions that comprise them. This
implies fostering reconnection with nature, others, and self (see Box 5) and cultivating specific
transformative qualities and skills (see Figure 3). Integrating the cultivation of inner capacities with
ongoing investment in existing external solutions represents an untapped opportunity to unlock food
systems transformation. The Conscious Food Systems Alliance (CoFSA) was created in recognition of
this urgent global need.
The Conscious Food Systems Alliance (CoFSA) is a movement of food, agriculture, and
consciousness practitioners, convened by UNDP, and united around a common goal: to support
people from across food and agriculture systems to cultivate the inner capacities that activate
systemic change and regeneration.
CoFSA approaches food systems transformation by working with all relevant stakeholder groups
across food systems, including consumers, companies, governments, development agencies,
academia, global and local NGOs, local communities, and farmers and food producers, at three
interconnected levels:
•
•
•

Individual: through trainings, educational programmes, and retreats, as well as coaching activities,
Group (collective): by building safe, connecting, and transformative spaces and networks for
conscious multi-stakeholder dialogues and platforms,
Institutional: by supporting the cultural transformation of organizations, as well as dedicated public
and private policies. 6
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Evidence is growing that certain consciousness approaches and practices can help build these
inner capacities. CoFSA applies consciousness approaches, which integrate the consideration and
cultivation of inner capacities into interventions, across all levels. Consciousness approaches can
leverage certain practices which actively support the cultivation of inner capacities. These
consciousness practices include a vast range of contemplative mind-body practices, often rooted in
a variety of wisdom-based traditions (e.g. nature connection and mindfulness – see Box 7), as well as
psychological and cognitive-behavioural based practices (e.g. self-reflection and-inquiry practices),
transformative spaces and communication practices (e.g. deep listening and Non-violent
Communication), and transformative education and leadership practices (e.g. experiential learning).
CoFSA is committed to working with a diversity of consciousness approaches and practices that
support the cultivation of inner capacities, according to their relevance in different cultural contexts, in
particular local traditional wisdoms.
CoFSA’s principles to cultivating inner capacities emphasizes the need for context-specific and
culturally relevant interventions, founded on respect and equity, as well as awareness of power
dynamics. These interventions should be supported by a diversity of evidence and knowledge.
Figure 1: The CoFSA Model of Transformation

Fig. 1: This linear model over-simplifies the process of change for the sake of clarity. In practice, systems change is a complex
process characterized by multiple causations, interactions, feedback loops, and inevitable uncertainty and unpredictability7.
CoFSA’s model draws on the Model of Inner-Outer Transformation8 and the Inner Development Goals framework 7.
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INTRODUCTION
Food connects us with each another, our cultures and our planet. But rather than nourishing our
collective health and well-being, food systems are at the heart of the social and environmental crises
we face 8. Despite significant investment and effort towards transforming food systems, the solutions
emphasized so far are not delivering the necessary impact. This impasse calls us to examine more
deeply the root causes of our crises and the structural barriers to this transformation.
As such, sustainability experts have begun to question the dominant narrative that has located both
problems and solutions wholly outside the people involved in them 9. Certainly addressing systemic
dysfunction requires external, structural approaches - but realizing these approaches calls us to
address what is deeply human. Like our wider sustainability crises, our fragmented and dysfunctional
food system has its roots in the human being and the way they see and relate to the world and each
other: in consciousness itself. Accordingly, research now demonstrates the importance of integrating
‘external’ solutions with internal approaches rooted in human consciousness to address inner
barriers to change and unlock transformation 10. The Conscious Food Systems Alliance (CoFSA) was
created in recognition of this urgent global need.
Based on the latest evidence, this report presents a rationale for the cultivation of inner capacities of
food systems’ stakeholders. Fostering these transformative cognitive, emotional, and relational
qualities and skills, and the ability to address mindsets, beliefs, values, and worldviews, enables the
necessary expansion and deepening of a conscious relationship with the world. As such it presents a
crucial complementary approach to external solutions – such as farming inputs and agricultural
technologies, economic incentives, laws and policies – toward achieving regenerative food systems.
The report also proposes an agenda for action to achieve this through CoFSA.
Section I proposes that the time has come to address inner barriers to food systems transformation.
I.A highlights the need for food systems transformation. I.B sets out a collective vision for regenerative
food systems and I.C discusses the fundamental structural barriers to achieving this vision, and their
relationship to inner capacities.
Section II presents the evidence for the potential of consciousness approaches to unlock food
systems transformation. II.A presents the theoretical and conceptual foundations linking inner and
outer transformation. II.B discusses how reconnection with nature, with others and with self can serve
as the foundation of a regenerative food system, outlining the required transformative qualities and
skills. II.C examines the consciousness approaches and practices that can cultivate these inner
capacities and the evidence-base to support this.
Section III presents the Conscious Food Systems Alliance (CoFSA). III.A introduces the Alliance, III.B
presents an Agenda for Action applying consciousness approaches in food systems at the individual,
group, and institutional levels. III.C outlines CoFSA principles for cultivating inner capacities. Finally, an
Annex provides links to a full set of case studies, the Theoretical Foundations report on which this
document builds, and a bibliography.
Boxes throughout the report contain practical examples, including contributions from CoFSA partners,
and provide key definitions (see Box 1).
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Figure 1: The CoFSA Model of Transformation

Fig. 1: This linear model over-simplifies the process of change for the sake of clarity. In practice, systems change
is a complex process characterized by multiple causations, interactions, feedback loops, and inevitable
uncertainty and unpredictability7. CoFSA’s model draws on the Model of Inner-Outer Transformation8 and the
Inner Development Goals framework9.
Box 1: Definitions of Key Terms (in the context of CoFSA)
•

Consciousness: our awareness of inner and outer phenomena, which influences the way we see and
relate to ourselves, and the world: others, nature, and future generations. Cultivating consciousness
leads to an increasing circle of identity, care and responsibility.

•

Inner capacities: individual and collective awareness, mindsets, beliefs, values, worldviews, and
associated transformative cognitive, emotional and relational qualities and skills. The cultivation of
inner capacities can enable a deepening or expansion of individual and collective consciousness that
can support regenerative food systems.

•

Transformative qualities and skills: cognitive, emotional and relational qualities and skills which have
been shown to support the cultivation of individual and collective values, beliefs and worldviews
regarding how people relate to themselves, others, work, the environment and future generations
that can support regenerative food systems.

•

Consciousness approaches integrate the consideration and cultivation of inner capacities into
interventions across all levels: individual, group (collective), and institutional (system). These
approaches often leverage certain consciousness practices.

•

Consciousness practices actively cultivate inner capacities. They include a vast range of
contemplative mind-body practices, often rooted in a variety of wisdom-based traditions, as well as
psychological, cognitive-behavioral, educational, communication and leadership practices and
processes.

Source: adapted from Wamsler et al. 2020, 2021, Wamsler 2020
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SECTION I
Time for a Complementary Approach to
Food Systems Transformation

“I used to think that the top environmental
problems were biodiversity loss, ecosystem
collapse and climate change. I thought with 30
years of good science we could address those
problems. But I was wrong. The top
environmental problems are selfishness, greed
and apathy… And to deal with these we need
a spiritual and cultural transformation”.
Gustave Speth, former Chair of the United
Nations Development Group
Parts of this section are based on the CoFSA
Theoretical Foundations Report (Annex II)
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I.A The Urgent Need for Transformation
“Our food systems are broken”. In recent years, this sentence has echoed throughout scientific articles,
media headlines, advocacy campaigns, and policy discourse. While food systems have managed to
feed the majority of a global population that has grown from 2 billion to 7.87 billion in the last century,
consensus is growing that the means that have achieved this are unsustainable.
Box 2: What is a Food System?
Food Systems embrace the entire range of actors and their interlinked value-adding activities involved in the
production, aggregation, processing, distribution, consumption, and disposal (loss or waste) or food products
that originate from agriculture (incl. livestock), forestry, fisheries, and food industries, and the broader
economic, societal, and natural environments in which they are embedded.
Production includes, of course, farming communities but also pre-production actors, for example input
industries producing fertilizers or seeds. The range of actors importantly includes science, technology, data
and innovation actors. They are partly integral to the food systems, and partly outside but of great influence,
for instance, embedded in life science and health systems research. In food industries’ processing, foods and
non-foods result from interlinked value chains. Other relevant food systems actors include, for example, public
and private quality and safety control organizations (Food Systems Summit, 2021).

Current food systems fail to bring proper nutrition to many. Up to 811 million people experienced
hunger in 2020 (a 20 percent increase on 2019, due to the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic) and 22
percent of children under 5 suffer from stunted growth 11, while approximately 2 billion adults are
overweight or obese and micronutrient deficiencies are widespread. Poor diets and malnutrition are a
leading cause of mortality worldwide.
Alongside the global challenges of lack of food, hunger, and malnutrition, dysfunctional food
consumption and eating habits affect the health and well-being of all beings and the planet 12.
Overconsumption and mindless eating are increasingly prevalent 13. These have a significant negative
impact on both mental health (e.g eating disorders, addictions, depression) and physical health (e.g the
rising global burden of noncommunicable diseases like diabetes, heart disease and cancers).
Unhealthy diets now present a greater risk of morbidity and mortality than alcohol, drug, and tobacco
use combined 14. Consumers’ food choices both influence, and are influenced by, the kind of food that
is produced and how it is marketed 15.
A sustainable diet for human and planetary health is both possible and necessary. This message is
conveyed in the EAT-Lancet ‘Planetary Health Diet’ report which outlines how to feed a global
population of nearly 10 billion people a healthy diet within safe planetary boundaries by 2050 16.
However, this can only be achieved through substantial dietary shifts on a global scale. With a
recognition that food-secure populations must bear greater responsibility for shifting diet, consumption
of plant-based foods such as fruits, vegetables, nuts, and legumes must double, and, overall,
consumption of foods such as red meat and sugar must be significantly reduced 17. However, for many
low-income consumers, healthy diets remain unaffordable or inaccessible, while many consumers with
the capacity to choose continue to buy and eat food that is unhealthy for themselves and the planet.
These consumption patterns are influenced by complex interactions between a range of factors such
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as income, prices, cultural traditions, social norms, marketing, and geographical and environmental
constraints.
The environmental impacts of food systems are of equal concern: food systems generate up to 37
percent of global greenhouse gas emissions 18, are responsible for up to 80 percent of biodiversity loss,
and use up to 70 percent of freshwater 19. Soil pollution and degradation due to pressures from the
growing demands of agri-food and industrial systems are a major global challenge 20.The loss of
agrobiodiversity, with only three crops (maize, wheat and rice) providing 51 percent of the world’s plantbased food, poses a severe threat to global food security and nutrition 21.
Food systems are fraught with inequities. They provide livelihoods for up to 4.5 billion people through
agriculture, value chains, and informal labour 22, but these livelihoods are often precarious. About 80
percent of the extreme poor, and 75 percent of the moderate poor live in rural areas. Of these poor,
76 percent and 60 percent respectively work in agriculture 23. Many farmers are facing extreme stress
and even in some cases trauma stemming from high vulnerability to issues such as food insecurity,
poverty, climate change, food prices instability, debt, and conflicts. These problems are most well
documented in India and the US 24. The agricultural and farming sector is identified as an industry with
one of the highest rates of suicide 25. Women, youth and Indigenous Peoples, and in general
smallholders from the global south are amongst those most affected by inequities in food systems
while being the least responsible for its dysfunction 26. The call for urgent food systems transformation,
as the single strongest lever to optimize human and planetary health 27 and achieve the SDGs 28, has
thus been growing louder across the globe and across stakeholder groups.

I.B A Shared Vision for Regenerative Food Systems
2021 saw an unprecedented level of engagement and discussion on the state of food systems.
In 2021, spurred by the UN Food Systems Summit, thousands of organizations and hundreds of
thousands of individuals debated how food systems should be transformed to achieve the 17 SDGs
that compose Agenda 2030. Whether expressed through the Summit processes 29 - in particular the
Member State Dialogues and Independent Dialogues - or the civil society-led counter-summit 30, views
on desirable outcomes and on the principles and values that should guide the transformation converge
on several major points.
The desired outcomes for food systems, as summarized in the Secretary General’s Statement of
Action 31, are aligned with the three pillars of Agenda 2030:
●
●
●

People — “Nourishing Everyone for Health and Well-being.”
Planet — “Producing in Harmony with Nature.”
Prosperity — “Inclusive, transformative and equitable recovery for the 2030 Agenda.”

A number of principles also emerged through the multi-stakeholder consultations 32, which included
over a hundred thousand individuals from across sectors, stakeholder groups (governments, civil
society, academia, private sector, indigenous peoples, etc.), and age groups 33. The outcomes
emphasize the importance of:
●
●
●
●
●

Inclusivity, equity, and empowerment, especially of historically excluded people(s)
Rights-based approaches, in particular, the fulfillment of the Right to Food
Contextualized and locally-grounded approaches
Food sovereignty and security
Collaboration and partnerships
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●
●
●

Embracing complexity, recognizing inter-dependence, and applying systems-thinking, which
entails learning, adaptation, and dealing with trade-offs
Anchoring action and innovation in both science and traditional knowledge and wisdom
Transparency, accountability, and trust

Many also affirmed values deemed fundamental to guide the transformation, such as respect,
reverence, compassion, and solidarity, as exemplified by the Interfaith statement developed by the
Faith and Food coalition after a series of multi-stakeholder dialogues and signed by nearly 100
organizations 34.

Box 3: Regenerative Food Systems
Regenerative Food Systems go beyond sustainability to actively restore, revitalize and replenish the soil, the
water, the flora, the fauna, livelihoods, cultures and planetary health (Regenerosity, 2022; Wahl, 2017). Rather
than focusing on doing less harm, it works in alignment with living systems to create systems which are healthy,
resilient and adaptable, to ensure we’re able to feed many generations to come (TNC, 2022).
Regenerative Agriculture
While there is no single definition of regenerative agriculture, the set of practices commonly associated with
regenerative agriculture includes:
•
•
•
•
•
•

minimizing soil disturbance by abandoning tillage,
maintaining living roots in the soil year-round by using cover crops and rotating different types of crops,
encouraging plant diversity, through mixed cropping and intercropping,
integrating trees, through agroforestry and other means,
rotational grazing of livestock,
using inputs made from organic matter, which can either dramatically reduce or entirely remove the
need for synthetic agricultural inputs.

These positive characteristics are found in abundance in farming systems such as biodynamic, organic,
permaculture, silvopasture, agroforestry and agroecology (Burgess et al., 2019; Ellen MacArthur Foundation,
2022; Marina O’Connell, 2022).

I.C Inner Barriers to Transformation
Despite significant investments and efforts toward transforming food systems, the solutions
emphasized have not delivered the necessary impact. Widespread difficulty in implementing
promising external solutions suggests that something more fundamental is missing from current
approaches. This difficulty calls us to examine more deeply both the root causes of the crisis and
unseen barriers to transformation.
Voices in the fields of sustainability and international development have begun calling for greater
consideration of the inner human factors driving the problems we face; questioning the dominant
narrative that has framed solutions as somehow external, somewhere “out there,” disconnected from
ourselves and from one another 35.
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Accordingly, research shows the important relationship between inner capacities (see Box 4) and
particular elements of systemic dysfunction and barriers to change. Certainly, progress is hindered by
entrenched power structures that severely limit agency to create change at individual and collective
levels. Consciousness approaches can do little to help those most oppressed to transform an unjust
system directly. However, as we will discuss, these structures maintain and are themselves maintained
by a pervasive cultural narrative of separation. This narrative underpins a dominant paradigm of
unfettered economic growth, deprioritizes care in policymaking, depresses stakeholder collaboration,
and manifests in a widespread inability to think and act systemically. While these barriers are
embedded in structural inequities and the lack of agency of the most marginalized stakeholders,
they are also fundamentally rooted in human consciousness.

‘External’ Barriers: a Question of Power
Food systems are heavily dominated by an increasingly small number of global companies,
particularly retailers and agribusinesses with a large market share and substantial influence 36. The
operations of companies such as large-scale industrial farms, agrochemical companies, agro
commodity traders, and companies working in the transport, processing, and distribution of food are
too often shaped by an extractive mindset with an emphasis on industrial agriculture, short-term
profits, competition and lack of responsibility and accountability to stakeholders. It should be
acknowledged that some of these companies are making significant efforts to improve the
environmental sustainability of their operations, increase access to healthy foods, and improve equity
within their value chains.
These power structures often fuel corruption and the domination of vested interests 37, the exclusion of
marginalized populations 38 and dissident voices from policy-making, and a lack of trust 39 between
stakeholders in food systems. This is pervasive also in international relations, where power
asymmetries shape unjust trade agreements that affect farmer livelihoods and environmental impacts.
People worst affected by these power asymmetries find their agency severely limited by the basic
challenges of survival.

An Extractive Paradigm
These relationships of power shape and are reinforced by a dominant paradigm of unfettered
economic growth, which is hindering transitions toward sustainable food systems 40. As Olivier de
Schutter, Co-Chair of the International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food Systems (IPES) and former
United Nations Special Rapporteur on the right to food, observes: “In the mainstream concept of
development, wealth creation is seen as paramount in pursuit of everything else; inequalities and
environmental degradation are justified as a temporary price to be paid in this process of economic
growth” 41. In many parts of the world, especially in developing countries, consumption of diets high in
animal products and processed foods associated with western culture and lifestyles 42 are considered
desirable because they are associated with higher socioeconomic status while local and traditional
foods are often devalued. De Schutter asserts that “a new paradigm focused on well-being, resilience
and sustainability must be designed to replace the productivist paradigm and thus better support the
full realization of the right to adequate food” 43. Some governments have begun to adopt such
alternative development paradigms, as in the case of Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness, or the
philosophy of “Buen Vivir” (“Good Living” or “Living Well”), incorporated as a guiding principle into the
Constitutions of Ecuador (2008) and Bolivia (2009), expressing a worldview based on cultural diversity,
collective well-being and harmony with nature 44. Yet these alternative paradigms are largely
marginalized or excluded from current mainstream approaches.
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Cultural Narratives of Separation
At yet a deeper level, this economic paradigm and the behaviour and decision-making it gives rise to
originates in dominant cultural narratives and worldviews associated with modernity, which have
historically spread through colonization and are currently supported by existing power structures 45.
These narratives not only emphasize materialism and consumerism but also a sense of separation
from one another and the natural world (see Box 3), which underpins zero-sum, competitive
mindsets, limiting the capacity to care for the common good and collaborate. They also find
expression in a deep-seated sense of superiority over nature (e.g. extractivism) and of some humans
over others (e.g. race, class and gender inequities). In this view, the natural world is widely seen as a
resource to be extracted and leveraged for profit maximization and the material benefit of (certain parts
of) humankind, rather than a living ecosystem to be respected and nurtured 46. This is in contrast with
the worldviews and values of many Indigenous Peoples around the world, whose relation to nature is
often based on belonging, harmony, respect, and interdependence 47.

Reductionism and Siloed Solutions
Importantly, the predominant Cartesian-Newtonian scientific paradigm, termed reductionism, has
operated according to mechanical laws and explored the world by breaking it down into component
parts 48, inhibiting our capacity to approach complex food and agriculture-related challenges in a
systemic manner. This problem can be seen, for example, in many of the practices implemented during
the green revolution, such as monocropping and heavy application of inorganic pesticides and
fertilizers, which led to an initial increase in the production of food but after several decades has, in
many cases, resulted in decreased yields due to a decline in the fertility of the soil 49. More generally,
governance is inappropriately structured to deal with the complexity and multi-dimensional nature of
food systems 50. Landscapes management is typically approached in silos, according to separate
elements – water, forests, agriculture, livestock, energy. Lack of inter-ministerial and inter-agency
collaboration often results in competition and policy incoherence. As a result, food and agriculture
policies have often failed to integrate environmental and public health objectives, resulting in
suboptimal outcomes.
Food systems transformation requires attention to the whole: embracing complexity, recognizing
interdependence and applying systems-thinking. To support greater integration and policy
coherence, the development of specific inner capacities is needed and include openness, holistic
awareness, curiosity, solidarity, and willingness to prioritize the common good over narrow agendas
and interests.
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Box 4: Disconnection from Self, Others, and Nature
A growing number of voices are pointing to the patterns of separation and disconnection that underpin the
brokenness of our food systems, such as:

Disconnection from self
•

Our relationship with food is an intimate part of our lives, directly impacting our well-being. However,
this relationship is often characterized by a lack of conscious awareness around our own needs and
habits. Diet is closely linked to both physical and mental health, with unhealthy habits, for example,
forming a vicious cycle with aspects of depression and low self-esteem. The same lack of awareness
can drive unsustainable consumption habits. Conversely, improving diet is easier as part of an
intentional, holistic approach to self-care. Such an approach requires conscious connection with e.g.,
our own feelings, purpose and agency. Across food systems, change-makers' endemic stress, burnout
and frustration undermines the capacity to connect with purpose and our own capacity for care and
collaboration.

Disconnection from others
•

While we are all connected through global food chains, the distance between each point of the chain
has grown. It is more difficult for a consumer to show empathy for an unknown poorly paid daily laborer
on a distant palm oil farm than it is for a neighboring farmer whose produce one buys on a local market.
This disconnection also manifests in a lack of empathy or understanding for the conditions or
constraints faced by others, leading to increased polarization between groups with different views or
priorities, for example, between conservationists and farmers, or between environmental activists and
companies. This results in a breakdown in communication and inability to find common ground or
collaborate.

Disconnection from nature
•

Urbanization and the growing reliance on industrial farmers and supermarkets to obtain - often highly
processed - food, can render invisible the relationship between food on the one hand, and plants and
animals which provide them, let alone the ecosystem they are a part. This disconnection is reflected in
the widely held perception of nature as a resource to be extracted and leveraged for profit maximization
and the material benefit of (certain parts of) humankind, rather than as a living ecosystem, which we are
part of, to be respected and nurtured. It also leads to farming and production mechanisms that that are
highly disconnected from, and even work against, nature.

A Lack of Collaborative Capacities
The cultural narrative of separation and domination plays into a policy environment where
stakeholders are too often pitched against one another, rather than supported to think and act
towards mutual benefit. To navigate the complexity of challenges faced, the transformation of food
systems requires certain emotional and relational qualities and skills to enable greater listening,
trust, collaboration and partnerships between stakeholders including governments, companies,
farmers and food producers, and civil society organizations. Yet the quality of current multi-stakeholder
collaboration in the sector is inadequate to meet the scale and nature of this challenge, as the food
sector is characterized by deep conflicts between stakeholders across the supply chains. Traditional
governance mechanisms, including inter-institutional and multi-stakeholder components, are often
characterized by power asymmetries and exclusion of marginalized groups, and hindered by
polarization between stakeholders and lack of trust, transparency and accountability 51. Marginalized
groups such as local communities, farmers and Indigenous Peoples are not sufficiently supported to
meaningfully participate and be heard in global governance forums 52.
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Care Deficit
Finally, a related factor inhibiting the necessary transformation of food systems is lack of care for
the public good within the values underpinning policy and decision making. As American Economist
Jeffrey Sachs put it, “poverty is caused by a failure of ethics, not economy” 53. Human rights such as the
right to food or the right to a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment are often downplayed in the
face of economic interests, which are often shared by policy and decision-makers.

Cultivating Inner Capacities as the Missing Complementary Approach
The western world has excelled in developing external solutions to transform food systems, but, in
many cases, the relevant deep narratives and values are lacking – as are the abilities to collaborate
well, respond to complexity, care for the whole. Further investments in external solutions are needed
but they will not solve by themselves these relational crises rooted in our mental models 54,55. As we
will discuss in Chapter II, there is an untapped opportunity to unlock food systems transformation
through building the inner capacities of all relevant stakeholders across the food system. By
cultivating the awareness, mindsets, beliefs, values, worldviews, and associated cognitive, emotional
and relational qualities and skills, we can overcome these inner barriers and activate the adaptation,
implementation, and sustained impact of transformative solutions.
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SECTION II
Unlocking Transformation Through
Consciousness Approaches

“Creating regenerative systems is not simply a
technical, economic, ecological or social shift: it has
to go hand-in-hand with an underlying shift in the
way we think about ourselves, our relationships
with each other and with life as a whole”
Daniel Christian Wahl, Author of Designing
Regenerative Cultures (2016)
...
This section is largely based on the CoFSA Theoretical
Foundations Report (Annex II), which provides further details:
Wamsler C., Bristow J., Cooper K., Steidle G., Taggart S., Søvold
L., Bockler J., Oliver T.H., Legrand T. (2022). Theoretical
Foundations Report: Research and evidence for the potential of
consciousness approaches and practices to unlock
sustainability and systems transformation. Report written for the
UNDP Conscious Food Systems Alliance (CoFSA), UNDP.
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II.A. Inner Capacities as Deep Leverage Points
In Search of New Approaches
In response to the insufficient impact of conventional solutions for sustainability and climate, including
in food systems, the importance of the inner dimensions of sustainability and our consciousness has
received increasing attention 56. Our consciousness influences the lens through which we see and
relate to ourselves, and the world: others, nature, and future generations 57. The expansion and
deepening of our consciousness translates into an increasing circle of identity, care, and
responsibility and can unlock powerful inner potential to care for, commit to, and effect change for a
better, more sustainable life 58.
The cultivation of inner capacities - people’s awareness, mindsets, their beliefs, values, worldviews,
as well as associated (cognitive, emotional, and relational) transformative qualities and skills - has been
identified as an effective pathway to expand and deepen consciousness, in a way that supports
sustainability. Research shows that nurturing certain inner capacities can drive changes in our
behavior to become more ethical, more prosocial, connected, and compassionate 59. The latest IPCC
reports on adaptation 60, and mitigation of climate change, highlight the role of “inner transitions” and
inner capacities of individuals, organizations, and societies as a lever for accelerating the transition in
the context of sustainable development 61. The Human Development Report (2020) likewise
emphasizes that: “Nothing short of a wholesale shift in mindsets, translated into reality by policy, is
needed to navigate the brave new world of the Anthropocene, to ensure that all people flourish while
easing planetary pressures” 62.
Hence, whilst most large-scale sustainability and climate action to date has focused upon political and
practical solutions to physical problems, voices coming from diverse perspectives, traditions,
disciplines and professions increasingly warn that the neglect of inner factors leaves current
approaches and theories of change wanting.

Theoretical and Conceptual Foundations for Addressing Inner Capacities
A growing body of scientific evidence demonstrates the linkages between inner and outer
transformation for sustainability and how to support related processes 63. In this context, a number
of theories have been developed to bridge existing knowledge from different disciplines and fields,
and highlight the role and value of inner capacities in the context of sustainability. What they have in
common is that they all show that systemic change and inner transformation are deeply
interconnected – and that addressing inner capacities may have great potential for transforming
systems and advancing sustainability.
Many of these theories are based on the Meadows’ Iceberg Model which comes from systems
thinking 64 and is similar to related psychological models 65. In simple terms, the Iceberg Model
demonstrates that what we can see – the part of the iceberg that is visible above the surface of the
sea – are the events or crises that define our world today. However, much more – around 90 percent
– of the iceberg is invisible to us. In human terms, what is hidden beneath the surface are the underlying
patterns, structures, and mindsets that ultimately define the visible manifestation of individual and
collective actions, institutions, systems, events, and crises that characterize our world today (see Figure
2). Based on this model, we can see that the capacity to address and reflect on our inner lives and
mindsets and, potentially, adopt new paradigms can be a powerful way (theoretically, the most
powerful lever) to significantly influence sustainability outcomes. In scientific terms, this is called a
deep leverage point for change 66.
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Figure 2: The Iceberg Model

Source: Adapted from Meadows (1999), presented in Wamsler (2021)

The Iceberg Model suggest that we may work at different levels to bring about change toward
sustainability: 1) at the level of behavior, 2) at the level of systems or structures, 3) at the level of cultural
change, and 4) how we as individuals make meaning regarding the world around us, our consciousness
and mindsets (cf. figure 1). Importantly, it also implies that all these levels are interrelated, therefore
that emphasising one of area to the exclusion of the others, may not yield the kind of change we
are hoping for. These ideas are also centrally expressed in the Model of Inner-Outer Transformation,
the Three Spheres of Transformation, Integral Theory, the Framework for Contemplative Scientific
Inquiry, Practice and Education in Sustainability, and Theory U (see also II.C.) 67. For more details
regarding these frameworks see Annex II). This diversity of complementary frameworks is helpful for
advancing diverse approaches and innovation to support inner, behavioral, cultural and systems
change.
Personal and adult development theory supports understanding of the relationship between inner
transformation and systems change 68. According to this theory, mindsets change and develop
throughout the life-course 69, with every stage representing a significant shift in how we experience
ourselves, others and the world. This shift in our self-and-other awareness, thought patterns, and our
sense of inclusivity has clear implications for sustainability and climate change work, in that our greater
sense of connection leads us to choices that are more prosocial, mindful of our impact, and more
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proactive in working towards the good of others and the environment 70. Adult development theory also
suggests that we can develop certain inner capacities that help us to grow and engage with the world
in more inclusive and equitable ways 71. This idea also informs the concept of transformative qualities
or skills 72 (see II.B).
The theories outlined above imply strongly that food systems transformation requires not only
political, economic and technological shifts but also the development and cultivation of inner
capacities at the individual, collective and institutional levels. The lack of consideration for
stakeholders’ intrinsic motivations leads to an overemphasis on extrinsic motivation (e.g. through
economic incentives, etc.) as drivers of transformation of food systems. Failure to address these inner
capacities risks perpetuating the current system.

II.B The Inner Capacities for Regenerative Food Systems
Section II.A outlined the need to consider and address the inner capacities to transform food systems.
Section II.B introduces particular inner capacities that can support transformation towards regenerative
food systems. These are identified as 1) the capacity for conscious reconnection with self, others and
nature, and 2) a particular group of inner, transformational qualities and skills.

Re-establishing or Deepening Conscious Connection with Self, Others, and Nature
As demonstrated in I.C, there is mounting evidence that a deep cultural narrative of disconnection is
the underlying common thread of our interlinked socio-economic and environmental crises 73. Our
‘external’ crises and the structures and behaviours that produce them are rooted in an internal, human
crisis of relationship 74. Thus, conscious reconnection with self, others, and nature can serve as a
foundation of regenerative food systems (see Box 5). This inter-being-relationality paradigm is
foundational to many traditional wisdoms and spiritual traditions 75.

Box 5: Reconnection with Self, Others, and Nature
Where disconnection contribute to dysfunction (see Box 4), conscious reconnection can help foster
regenerative food systems.

Reconnection with Self
Reconnection with oneself can be a critical enabler for adopting healthy and sustainable diet based on local
traditional food and culture, as well as fostering prosocial and pro-environmental attitudes and
behaviours, and increased resilience and well-being:
• From dietary choices that are harmful for oneself and the planet with overconsumption of red
meat, diary and sugar to ones that cultivate our collective health with a substantial increase in
plant-based foods such as fruits, vegetables, nuts and legumes, as well as in unprocessed,
unpackaged food.
• From consuming imported food as a way to reflect certain social status to consuming local food
and valuing one’s own culinary cultural heritage.
• From overwhelm and burnout to increased resilience and well-being of farmers, food activists
and local leaders.
• From a materialistic and individualistic to a relational understanding of well-being and human
flourishing, leading to pro-social and pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors.
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Reconnection with Others
Reconnection with others can foster pro-social attitudes and behaviours, as well as greater empathy and
compassion between stakeholders, leading to more collaborative, just and local food systems:
o From marginalization to inclusion, decent incomes and working conditions, as well as the right to
food of small farmers, indigenous people, women and poor land workers.
o From polarization between stakeholders in the food system, for example between conservationists
and farmers, or between governments and indigenous peoples, to greater openness, listening and
understanding of each other's point of view and respect for different perspectives and opinions.
o From globalized value chains to local food systems that hinges upon strong community bonds and
organizations.

Reconnection with Nature
Reconnection with nature can foster pro-environmental attitudes, behaviours, and transform our relationship
with nature from one based on domination and extraction, to a relationship based on appreciation, respect,
harmony, and reciprocity:
• From public and private policies supporting industrial agricultural practices, such as mono-cultures
and agro-chemical subsidies, to policies supporting the transition to more regenerative and
agroecological farming.
• From a focus on extraction and increasing agricultural production, driving deforestation and land
degradation, to sustainable land management and nature-based solutions.
• From food seen as a commodity to be traded for profit to the recognition of the sacredness of food,
a gift from the Earth that cannot be wasted.

Transformative Qualities and Skills
In recent decades, various competency frameworks have emerged, which present the required
human skills and qualities needed for sustainable development. Only recently however have such
frameworks also recognised the importance of inner capacities and what have been called
“transformative qualities and skills”. These transformative qualities and skills have been shown to
support the cultivation of values, beliefs, and worldviews regarding how people relate to themselves,
others, work, the environment, and future generations 76 in ways that can support sustainable
development.
On the basis of systematic theoretical and empirical analyses of current knowledge and associated
gaps, five clusters of transformative qualities and skills have been identified in this context: awareness,
insight, connection, purpose, and agency 77. The Inner Development Goals (IDGs) 78, a framework of
transformative skills for sustainable development, follows the same rationale by clustering related
qualities and skills under the headings of being, thinking, relating, collaborating, and acting 79.
Cultivating these transformative qualities and skills is thus proposed to help unlock food systems
transformation and support the effectiveness of external interventions.
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Figure 3: The Inner Development Goals framework: an example of Transformative qualities and
skills
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Self
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Source: Inner Development Goals Initiative (2021) 80

The importance of inner capacities is reflected in the core principles and practices of existing
regenerative food movements, which often build on distinctive individual and collective beliefs, values,
and worldviews (see Box 6 below).
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Box 6: Regenerative Food Movements Building on Distinctive Inner Capacities
Local agro-ecological movements are often “marked by a framing discourse, based upon culturally, spiritually,
and contextually appropriate principles and values” that helps mobilize farmers (Hernández-Castillo and Nigh,
1998). For instance, the organic coffee boom in Chiapas has been “influenced, driven, and supported by
Liberation Theology and the Indigenous Theology of the Catholic Church, with their fundamental tenet of a
preferential option for the poor. The recovery of ancestral and popular knowledge associated with Maya
cosmovision has been central elements of the boom” (ibid).
Permaculture, a widely popular form of agroecology inspired by indigenous worldviews, is based on a particular
philosophy and ethics emphasizing care for the Earth, care for the people, and fair share, with design principles
that can be applied beyond agriculture.
Similarly, Shumei Natural Agriculture, a global movement of farmers, scientists, chefs, creative individuals and
consumers, promotes ecologically friendly and sustainable farming practices in local communities around the
world based on a philosophy of reverence and understanding of the natural world. They work towards building
better communities, relationships and global awareness based upon harmony and respect.
Another example is SEKEM, a thriving community and a leading social business with the vision of unfolding
human potential, human dignity, and living in accordance with ecological and ethical principles. Established in
the Egyptian desert in 1977 by Dr. Ibrahim Abouleish, SEKEM revitalizes desert land using biodynamic agricultural
methods and supports human flourishing through a holistic development approach which integrates ecology,
economy, societal and cultural life.
Finally, the rise in ‘value-’ or ‘purpose-driven’ business models, such as cooperatives or B Corps, are a crucial
force towards a more regenerative food system. B Corps aim to benefit a wider range of stakeholders, including
nature, beyond the traditional focus on shareholder value and redefine the measures of success in business.
There are many examples of B Corps in the food sector, including Divine Chocolate, Danone, Brewdog,
CafeDirect, Innocent Drinks, and Riverford Organics.

II.C Consciousness Approaches and Practices
Consciousness approaches integrate the consideration and cultivation of the inner capacities
relevant for regenerative food systems (outlined in Section II.B) into external interventions. The
approaches can be integrated into interventions with relevant stakeholders across three levels of food
systems:
• Individual: through trainings, educational programs, and retreats, as well as coaching activities;
• Group (collective): by building safe, connecting, and transformative spaces and networks for
conscious multi-stakeholder dialogues and platforms;
• Institutional: by supporting the cultural transformation of organizations, dedicated public and
private policies.
Consciousness approaches can leverage certain practices which actively support the cultivation of
inner capacities. They include a vast range of:
• Contemplative practices, often rooted in a variety of wisdom-based traditions, such as
mindfulness or nature connection (see Box 7);
• Psychological and cognitive-behavioural based practices, such as self-reflection;
• Transformative spaces and communication practices through dialogues, group discussions
and facilitation practices, such as deep listening and Non-violent Communication; and
communities of practice to deepen understanding and application of the learning 81.
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•

Transformative educational and leadership practices, such as experiential learning, and artsbased learning;

CoFSA is committed to working with a diversity of consciousness practices that support the cultivation
of inner capacities, according to their relevance in different cultural contexts, in particular local
traditional wisdoms.

Contemplative Practices
This category of consciousness practices encompasses a broad array of mind-body practices coming
from a variety of scientific disciplines, professional fields and/or wisdom. In modern secular contexts,
these are often termed 'contemplative mind-body approaches'. Recent decades have seen a
resurgence in the application of such practices and evidence is growing for their potential to build the
inner capacities necessary for regeneration, including in the food system.
Box 7: Examples of consciousness practices
Mindfulness: Mindfulness is an inherent human capacity that can be developed through practice. It can be
understood as the practice of being aware of what is happening here and now, in our mind, body, and external
environment. This open, non-judgmental presence can be cultivated through meditation, in particular the
attention to our breathing while sitting, walking, or doing our daily activities, without being caught in thoughts,
feelings, or sensations. Scientific evidence shows a wide range of potential benefits associated with the
practice of mindfulness including improved well-being and resilience, empathy, pro-social and proenvironmental attitudes and behaviours, as well as cognitive flexibility and performance (Baer, 2015; Bristow
et al., 2020).
Compassion: is a motivational capacity which combines a will to turn towards distress with a drive to help
(Bristow et al, 2022). While inherent to human nature, the drive to alleviate others’ pains can be cultivated
through meditation practices, visualizations, self-reflections, deep listening and group discussions.
Compassion cultivation practices have been shown to increase happiness, calmness, self-awareness,
empathy, and compassion for self and others; while decreasing worry, anxiety, anger, mind wandering,
emotional suppression, and chronic pain severity (Compassion Institute, 2022).
Nature connection: Nature connection practices focus on immersing ourselves in natural surroundings to
engage with nature through our senses and learning to appreciate it. Examples include nature-based
mindfulness (Djernis et al., 2019), activities to enhance nature experience such as painting, bird-watching and
unstructured play in nature (Richardson et al., 2020), outdoor learning (Prince, 2017), forest bathing (Hansen
et al., 2017), and green-social prescribing schemes (NHS England, 2022). A large body of evidence links the
increased sense of nature connectedness that such approaches provide with pro-environmental attitudes and
behaviour, such as sustainable purchasing of food (Arnocky et al., 2007; Hurst et al., 2013; Martin et al., 2020;
Richardson et al., 2020; Rosa et al., 2018; Udall et al., 2021) This has been shown in the case of farmers in
Australia (Gosling E., Kathryn J.H.W., 2010).
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Somatic bodywork: somatics focus on transforming our physical awareness, habits and reactions for greater
freedom and self-actualization, through practices such as body awareness, breathing, touch, movement, as well
as readings, conversations and reflections. Somatics is based on the understanding that the mind, the body, the
self and our rationality are inextricably linked; to develop one, you must cultivate the others (Strozzi-Heckler,
2014).
Non-violent Communication (NVC): is an approach to communication based on principles of nonviolence. The
basics of NVC involve expressing ourselves with clarity, compassion, self-responsibility, empathy, and the
common good in mind. NVC teaches people to express themselves with honesty and clarity, while
simultaneously paying others a respectful and empathic attention, and as such can enable greater and deeper
collaboration and conflict solving (Rosenberg, 1999).
Self-reflection: Self-reflection is the habit of deliberately paying attention to your own thoughts, emotions,
decisions, and behaviours (Wigal in Awan, 2021). Self-reflection practices, such as journaling, can cultivate
openness to become aware of why you think, act and feel the way you do; the ability to observe one’s thoughts,
beliefs, and emotions; and the intentionality to act with purpose in alignment with your values and goals (Gouwy,
2014).

Ample scientific evidence demonstrates the benefits of such practices at an individual level (e.g., in
terms of health, well-being, and performance). Currently, most evidence relates to mindfulness,
compassion, and nature connection practices (see Box 7) and interventions (see example in Box 8),
coming from health, educational, spiritual, business, and professional settings 82. Research about the
benefits of other consciousness practices is also rapidly growing.
Box 8: Mindful Eating and Mindful Consumption Practices
Mindfulness-based interventions, like mindful consumption and mindful eating, can be key practices
in changing both what people eat and how they eat to bring positive results at both and individual and
collective levels.
•

•

Mindfulness has been shown to positively relate to green purchase intention, social conscious
purchasing and frugal purchasing behaviour; to support the development of key competencies for
sustainable consumption, and to be an efficient means for improving healthy nutrition (Dhandra,
2019; Frank, Sundermann & Fischer, 2019 ; Stanszus, Frank & Geiger, 2019).
Mindful eating is also being incorporated into psychotherapy and behavioral change programs to
help people, especially those living with eating disorders and noncommunicable diseases like
diabetes, create more mindful and healthy eating habits (Nelson, 2017; Warren, Smith & Ashwell,
2017). In such practices, the individuals focus on appreciating the experience of food. The results
of such practices are often that the person chooses to eat less, enjoys and appreciates eating
more, and selects foods consistent with desirable health benefits. This often includes eating less
processed and more organic and whole-foods (Nelson, 2017; Fung et al., 2016).

Psychological and Cognitive-Behavioural Based Practices
A range of well-established and evidence-based psychological practices such as Cognitivebehavioural therapy (CBT) and coaching 83, as well as different self-reflection and -inquiry practices
(such as contemplation, journaling and storytelling) have also been proven to support people's
personal development and change processes.
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These practices can cultivate openness to become aware of why you think, act and feel the way you
do; the ability to observe one’s thoughts, beliefs, and emotions; and the intentionality to act with
purpose in alignment with your values and goals 84. Evidence for their applications and impact on wider
societal and systems change is still nascent, but related practices show encouraging results 85. Tools
related to personal and adult development theory, such as the immunity to change (ITC) process, the
integral process for working on complex issues (TIP) and related worldview approaches, also fall within
this category of psychological and cognitive-behavioural interventions. Empirical work shows for
instance how perspective-taking capacities arrive at different meanings about climate change, which
in turn helps to understand and address climate change in a more integrative way.
Indeed, behavioural research exploring the link between cognition and emotion, shows that multiple,
diverse and counter-intuitive factors influence how people see and act in the world and our actions are
often not rational, but are contextual and relational 86. Developing emotional awareness and greater
understanding of our own embodied minds, including our own biases and assumptions can support
better decision-making. This can be applied, for example, with civil servants and politicians to develop
the inner capacities which are needed to navigate the complexity of challenges they deal with in their
work (see Box 18). Emotional awareness or intelligence is also an important enabler of our capacity
to care for the common good, to communicate and collaborate with others 87. This can be cultivated
by bringing our attention to our emotions, and those of others, and learning to recognise, embrace,
make sense and transform them.

Transformative Spaces and Communication Practices
This category covers practices that support an enabling environment for introspection, dialogue and
collaboration that can support cultivation of inner capacities and more integrative action-taking.
Creating such transformative spaces involves the consideration of their physical settings, nonhierarchical communication setups, and different coaching and facilitation practices (such as Nonviolent Communication, deep listening, circles and councils), which can be used in combination with,
for instance, contemplative practices 88. Increasingly, even at the most important international climate
conferences, such as COP, related consciousness practices have been explored with positive results
(see Box 9). Research also suggests that transformative spaces and communication methods are
powerful ways to support change if they are used in the context of creating networks of practice
and new cultures of collaboration to support sustainability 89.
Box 9: Case Study: Fostering Collaboration at COP26 through consciousness approaches
During the United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP26), a number of the Conscious Food Systems
Alliance Partners offered conscious support to policy makers:
•

•

Plum Village Monastics at UN Climate Change Conference (COP26)
International Plum Village monastics have joined the TED Countdown Summit in Edinburgh and the
COP26 in Glasgow to offer workshops, guided meditations, Q&As, and a TED talk. They have taught
about the importance of integrating compassion, mindfulness, joy, and community into the art of
saving the planet.
Inner Green Deal moderates panel-discussion to explore the role of sustainable and
compassionate leadership at official side event hosted by EU
In an EU-hosted official side event, the Inner Green Deal Initiative moderated a session on "What
leadership qualities are needed now?" exploring the role of sustainable and compassionate
leadership in achieving climate neutrality.
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•

•

•

•

Institute for Advanced Sustainability Studies (IASS) hosts Co-Creative Reflection & Dialogue
Space at COP26
The IASS offered a space where negotiators and stakeholders of observer organisations can meet in
formats that are typically not used in side events, but are more structured than informal dialogues in
breaks or over meals. The space was designed to deepen meaningful interaction, build trust and
engage openly in honest dialogue and reflection.
One Resilient Earth & Green Releaf Initiative collaborate on deep listening event 'Climate
emotions, feelings and breakthroughs,' as part of IASS Space
One Resilient Earth led an open-sharing and deep-listening circle on climate emotions, feelings and
breakthroughs. The event, held on-site in the ‘Blue Zone’ and accessible online, offered the
opportunity for COP participants to come together and share the full spectrum of emotions they are
experiencing at the start of the international climate negotiation process. Following an open-sharing
and deep-listening session, the event provided an open space to explore the role of emotions in the
international climate change negotiation process.
Institute for Advanced Sustainability Studies (IASS) hosts Co-Creative Reflection & Dialogue
Space at COP26
The IASS offered a space where negotiators and stakeholders of observer organisations can meet in
formats that are typically not used in side events, but are more structured than informal dialogues in
breaks or over meals. The space was designed to deepen meaningful interaction, build trust and
engage openly in honest dialogue and reflection.
One Resilient Earth & Green Releaf Initiative collaborate on deep listening event 'Climate
emotions, feelings and breakthroughs,' as part of IASS Space
One Resilient Earth led an open-sharing and deep-listening circle on climate emotions, feelings and
breakthroughs. The event, held on-site in the ‘Blue Zone’ and accessible online, offered the
opportunity for COP participants to come together and share the full spectrum of emotions they are
experiencing at the start of the international climate negotiation process. Following an open-sharing
and deep-listening session, the event provided an open space to explore the role of emotions in the
international climate change negotiation process.

Transformative Education and Leadership Practices
Over the past years, a range of different practices have also been combined and adapted to the context
of sustainability, leading to transformative education and leadership approaches. These experiential
learning approaches link complexity, systems and/or design thinking with some of the previously listed
practices. Examples include: i) Tools of ‘The Work That Reconnects’ that are aimed at helping people
discover and experience their innate connections with each other and transform despair and
overwhelm into inspired, collaborative action 90; ii) methods that are associated with the Theory U
process 91 (see III.B, e.g. the 'UN Action Learning Lab - Transforming Systems in the Decade of
Action’) and iii) other transformational learning approaches that come with a certain pedagogy and
associated tools and exercises for linking inner and outer change, such as sustainability-related
education and leadership training offered by Universities (e.g. ‘Sustainability and Inner
Transformation’ at LUCSUS) or private organizations (e.g. ‘Transformative Climate Advocacy’ by Pacific
Integral; Ecojustice Course by Courage of Care; Transformational Leadership Course by M. Sharma 92;
‘BEYOND’ a Climate & Environmental Leadership Programme by the Inner Green Deal 93 - see Box 10).
Transformative education and leadership approaches can also be leveraged to support sustainable
consumption education 94 (e.g. the Tapiokit by Brazilian NGO Instituto Maniva -see Box 15).
More generally, the inner dimension of leadership is increasingly emphasised as in the case of
awareness-based leadership, inclusive leadership, collaborative leadership, system leadership, etc
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Combination of Consciousness Practices
A comprehensive review of related evidence indicates that sustainable inner-outer transformation
is best supported by a combination of consciousness approaches and practices, and depends upon
the diversity of tools offered, and how they are combined and adapted to specific contexts and
participants’ interests and needs 95.
Box 10: Case Study: BEYOND, a Climate & Environmental Leadership Programme by the Inner Green Deal

European leaders exploring how to tackle the climate crisis inside out
In March 2021, the Inner Green Deal (IGD), an independent non-profit organization launched BEYOND a
Climate & Environmental Leadership Programme, which aims to drive sustainability from within by supporting
decision makers to cultivate mindfulness and compassion, develop new habits and collaborate with a common
purpose.
100 leaders from the European Union (EU) - including 40 from the European Parliament, Council and
Commission - took part in a pilot programme, exploring both the inner dimension of sustainability in terms of
mindfulness, compassion, nature connection, systems thinking, values and beliefs, and outer aspects such as
behaviour change, collaboration and workplace initiatives.
The Leadership Programme has led to a number of results among participants, including: a significant increase
in connection with nature and; a clear link between compassion and pro-environmental behaviour - indicating
that people with higher levels of compassion are more likely to act for the environment; a notable integration
of climate and environmental issues into work and a clear intention to do so further in the near future (Awaris,
2022).

Consciousness Approaches: Integrating Internal and External Solutions
As the Model of Inner-Outer Transformation shows (see Annex II), consciousness approaches involve
the cultivation and consideration of inner capacities at individual, group/collective and
institutional/system levels 96, to enable their integration with external solutions. This means that CoFSA
interventions can support certain practices or learning environments that support individuals
and/or groups to tap into their inner potential and nourish transformative inner capacities. In
addition, CoFSA interventions can leverage the current political and institutional landscapes by
systematically mainstreaming the consideration of inner capacities into existing institutions,
structures and systems. The aim of the latter is to support the structural and political conditions
required for the emergence of a more regenerative food system from the inside-out.
In sum, evidence indicates that investment into cultivating inner capacities has the potential to
unlock the transition towards regenerative food systems.
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SECTION III
The Conscious Food Systems Alliance

“There are many changes to make over the next 10
years, and each of us will take different steps along
the way, but all of us start the transformation in one
place: our mindset.”
Christiana Figueres
...
Sections I and II have outlined the case for cultivating
inner capacities as a key leverage point of systemic
change to support regenerative food systems.
Section III presents the Conscious Food Systems
Alliance (CoFSA) as a vehicle for this work;
introducing an agenda for action, and principles for
cultivating inner capacities.
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III.A Introducing the Conscious Food Systems Alliance (CoFSA)
The Conscious Food Systems Alliance (CoFSA), is a movement of food, agriculture, and
consciousness practitioners, convened by UNDP, and united around a common goal: to support people
from across food and agriculture systems to cultivate the inner capacities that activate systemic
change and regeneration.
The Alliance aims to establish the cultivation of inner capacities as a key evidence-based approach to
envision and create regenerative food systems, and to build legitimacy for this agenda by:
•

•

Establishing a Community of Practice and Learning, within which individuals and organizations
to connect, learn and exchange knowledge, support and inspire each other, and collaborate to
build conscious food systems;
Pioneering the application of consciousness approaches and practices across food systems,
through a global portfolio of interventions, including the delivery of trainings, coaching and
facilitation services, supported by research and learning frameworks.

CoFSA approaches food systems transformation by working with all relevant stakeholder groups
across food systems, including consumers, companies, governments, development agencies,
academia, global and local NGOs, local communities, and farmers and food producers.
The Alliance offers a bold vision on the role of consciousness for food systems transformation, around
which a diverse set of stakeholders, committed to adapting it to their particular contexts, can unite.
Further information about the Alliance can be found on the CoFSA website.

III.B An Agenda for Action
As noted in Section II.B, consciousness approaches can be integrated into interventions at three
interconnected levels of the food system: individual, group (collective), and institutional (system). This
section outlines how consciousness approaches can be applied and integrated at each level.

1. Application at the Individual Level
CoFSA supports the application of consciousness approaches and practices at the individual level
through training, educational programmes, and retreats, as well as coaching activities. These can
be directed to farmers, consumers, and other stakeholders along the value chains to support their wellbeing and resilience, as well as the transition to regenerative practices.

Promoting the Adoption of Regenerative Practices
CoFSA is committed to building the inner capacities of food stakeholders as a way to support their
adoption and promotion of regenerative practices. Several existing initiatives exemplify this
approach. One such example is SEKEM, a leading sustainable farming initiative in Egypt which offers
its employees and partners numerous trainings to help them integrate the values and principles
associated with their specific approach to sustainable farming. These are based on the Economy of
Love (EoL), a holistic educational concept that fosters the four dimensions of sustainability: ecology,
economy, society, and culture.
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SEKEM’s comprehensive education program is designed to introduce both employees and managers
to the four dimensions of sustainability underlying the Economy of Love standard to support its
implementation (see Box 11).
Box 11: Case Study: Economy of Love Education Programme in Egypt

Creating a conscious corporate culture based on the Economy of Love principles
Economy of Love (EoL) Educational Programme (EDU) is an educational curriculum that accompanies the EoL
Certification Standard for sustainable and ethical producers, farms, and processors, implemented by SEKEM.
The EoL EDU Program is applied to all the organizations and companies that wish to be certified to adhere to
the principles of holistic and sustainable development.
The EoL EDU curriculum is tailored to empower producers and processors to initiate the transformation of
corporate culture and its current state of operation toward a working culture that supports the EoL principles
and fosters the four dimensions of sustainability: ecology, economy, society, culture.
Joining the Program for companies means taking care of their employees' personal development through
various cultural activities offered to their staff in different forms, ranging from the arts to Islamic spiritual
practices. Companies commit to ensuring that 10% of employees' working time is devoted to their individual
and personal development.
EoL EDU Curriculum: 4 Modules and 7 Sessions
So far, around 1300 employees have been trained through the EoL EDU curriculum. The course is structured
in 4 modules that aim to shift the paradigm both at individual and collective level. The introductory part (first
and second sessions) of the course aims at getting to know each other in the group through the narration of
personal stories, then the modules begin:
• [Module 1] ECOLOGY: The module begins with observation and immersion in nature to foster
interconnectedness with the whole system. Later sessions cover learning about our current food
production systems and observing their influence on climate change, while also reflecting on
traditional and indigenous ways of farming and exploring how these alternative practices might inspire
us to transform our food production methods.
• [Module 2] ECONOMY: The module aims to explore an economic system based on collaboration,
solidarity and care for people and nature.
• [Module 3] CULTURE: This module seeks to balance the emphasis on productivity and efficiency,
while also nurturing employees' individual development through the arts, creativity, spiritual practices
and well-being. In this way, EoL EDU focuses on providing space for individual empowerment and
cultural diversity, in order to foster a healthy, respectful work environment and hence lead to a
sustainable and balanced society.
• [Module 4] SOCIETY: The module aims to create a community of trust and mutual understanding
where the well-being of all people is considered. Communication skills, conflict resolution skills, selfawareness, and emotional intelligence are all essential for building a strong community and will be
practiced throughout this module.
By exploring the four dimensions of the economy of love criteria in-depth, EoL EDU program will support
companies to become part of a movement built on the principles of sustainability, solidarity, and respect
towards each other and nature. Additionally, the curriculum focusing on adult education, drives them to reflect
on life’s goals and purposes raising working-class consciousness (SEKEM 2021)

Fostering Conscious and Regenerative Leadership
Conscious leadership can make a huge difference to support the adoption and promotion of
regenerative practices. For example, Yvon Chouinard, the founder of the outdoor clothing company
and B Corp, Patagonia, cites deep nature connection through climbing practice and a spiritual practice
in mindfulness and zen meditation, as central in informing his business decisions. The retailer is now
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recognised as a leader in sustainable business through policies such as the use of regenerative organic
cotton, ‘free repairs for life’ on all products, and brand campaigns that actively discourage
overconsumption.
Consciousness approaches can support regenerative leadership at the local level. For example, in
Bafut, Cameroon, an indigenous initiation ritual supports young leaders in developing their leadership
for regenerating their communities, including through the promotion of permaculture (see Box 12).
Box 12: Case Study: An Indigenous Youth Leadership Initiation Ritual to support Regeneration in
Cameroon

Reviving the spirit of Ndanifor in young leaders of permaculture ecovillages
Since 2013, a rehabilitation programme designed by Better World Cameroon has been implemented in the
Bafut area of Cameroon to transform around 54 traditional villages into resilient ecovillages, where connection
with nature is restored, high value agricultural products (HVAP) are grown, sustainable food forests are
preserved, and biodiversity is protected.
Ndanifor Permaculture Ecovillage is the first demonstration site in Bafut that has been converted into a resilient
ecovillage, through a combination of indigenous initiation rituals for leaders and permaculture training for the
community; a combination that has supported the village's systemic transformation towards sustainability at
both the individual and community levels.
The indigenous Ndanifor ritual is a leadership initiation practice for a group of local young people that enables
them to flourish as leaders of the Ecovillage. During a seven-day spiritual retreat in the forest, young people
are guided by an elder on mindful breathing, deep listening and prayer; the ritual involves a strict discipline of
fasting and mindful eating, along with community healing activities such as bathing and water soaking together.
On the journey, participants are encouraged to connect their souls to Mother Earth and dive deeply into
themselves. The ritual evokes, through sacred chanting and the pouring of libations, the presence of the
ancestors to spiritually instruct those undertaking the transformation.
The Ndanifor ritual is linked to the belief that if young people are constantly connected to Mother Earth for
seven days, they develop their consciousness by receiving the wisdom and knowledge of their ancestors. At
the end of the journey, a celebration of leadership initiation is held for those who have participated in the
retreat and who aspire to become the new village leaders of the Bafut communities.
This initiation supports young leaders' involvement in outer ecovillage activities such as regenerative
agriculture, medicinal gardens, from a mindset grounded in interconnection with nature.

Consciousness approaches can support individual and women’s leadership, trauma healing, and
entrepreneurship within rural communities. For example, Global Grassroots is an initiative in Rwanda
that empowers women as mindful leaders of sustainable change from within their own communities
(see Box 13). Global Grassroots promotes a mindfulness-based social enterprise incubator where
participants learn a holistic set of personal transformation and social entrepreneurship skills.
Throughout an 18-month course, inner work activities are introduced alongside technical skills like
project management and budgeting to prepare women for enterprise leadership in the water
management sector. Participants have reported results including a significant increase in mindfulness
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and self-management; confidence and agency; well-being and resilience; as well as venture leadership
skills and a sense of belonging.

Box 13: Case Study: Catalyzing Female Social Entrepreneurs in rural Rwanda to Lead from Within
Global Grassroots is a mindfulness-based social venture incubator for women in East Africa, which believes that
for sustainable development to occur, transformation is most effectively driven from within. To achieve its
mission, Global Grassroots utilizes a methodology called Conscious Social Change. This approach uses inner
work (e.g., mindfulness, social emotional learning, trauma healing, resilience, and agency-building) as a vehicle
and design tool for sustainably solving complex social issues.
Global Grassroots works in post-conflict East Africa (Rwanda), where water access is limited, they invest in
local women-led teams who have ideas for improving their communities, by equipping them with a holistic array
of personal transformation and social entrepreneurship skills. Over the course of 18 months, they put these
skills to work in designing, constructing, and implementing social-purpose water enterprises for the benefit of
their communities. Each non-profit venture brings clean water access to thousands of community members each
year.
• Curriculum:
o In Phase One: women-led teams participate in an intensive, experiential 40-hour training that
focuses on the principles of Conscious Social Change, including core skills of mindfulness-based
leadership, and mind-body trauma healing. Inner work activities are introduced alongside project
management, budgeting, and creative resourcing to prepare teams for venture leadership.
o In Phase Two: teams enter 3-6 months of hands-on coaching as they design comprehensive plans
for their ventures.
o In Phase Three: they receive seed funding and 1-4 months of implementation support during the
construction of their water access point.
o In Phase Four: water ventures are operational and begin reinvesting profits into community projects.
• Impact: Between 2008 and 2021, 26 women’s water ventures have reached more than 82,000 individuals
in underserved communities in Rwanda and Uganda. Among those ventures, 96% are still operational. The
course has shown personal transformation of team members in mindfulness and self-management,
confidence and agency, wellbeing and resilience.
• Approach: When problems arise, rather than solving for the women, staff leverage their own mindful
leadership skills to facilitate discussion. This includes honoring women’s wisdom and leadership instincts,
and using “inquiry without imposition” to help teams generate solutions of their own.

Supporting Well-Being and Resilience
Consciousness approaches can support the resilience and well-being of farmers who, in many cases,
face extreme stress which is linked to high rates of depression and suicide among this group. Whilst
acknowledging that structural challenges such as debt and the impacts of climate change are ultimately
responsible for these difficulties, consciousness approaches and practices can be effectively
integrated into farming communities to support their well-being. The case of Sustainable Yogic
Agriculture in India demonstrates the benefits of this approach (see Box 14).
Food activists and change-makers are also particularly prone to mental health issues, including burnout, depression and suicide. The well-being and resilience of these groups can likewise be supported
through consciousness approaches and practices. For example, the UNDP offers a “mindful selfcompassion” 97 course to its employees. Elsewhere in the international development sector the global
environmental NGO The Nature Conservancy (TNC) has developed a mindfulness program to support
staff well-being and to deepen their compassion and capacity to engage in environmental work 98. The
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UN Foundation project ‘Peace on Purpose’ equips UN development and humanitarian workers who
work in some of the most stressful and hostile conditions in the world responding to global conflicts,
extreme poverty, and the climate crisis with tools to care for their own mental and physical well-being
so that they can continue to care effectively for others 99.
Box 14: Case Study: Sustainable Yogic Agriculture and the Cultivation of Farmers’ Wellbeing
In the system of ‘Sustainable Yogic Agriculture’ (SYA) led by the Brahma Kumaris movement, the practice
of organic agriculture is combined with thought-based meditative practices to support farmers well-being,
and their adoption of sustainable farming practices. According to staff at the SYA Demonstration Farm in
India, the aim of teaching the meditation is to cultivate in farmers a feeling of connection to God, Self, the
Motherland and cows, with this inner transformation of the farmer in turn transforming the farm through right
thinking and action (Bojesen Jensen, J., 2021, In: Wright, J. (ed) Subtle Agroecologies,).
The meditation taught is an open-eyed practice, and farmers are encouraged to do this on a daily basis
between 4 and 5 am, either remotely or in the field. They may also transmit positive intentions outside this
time period during specific farming practices, and affirmations are taught to support each phase of the
cropping cycle (Ramsay, T., 2012).
Research has highlighted benefits in terms of farmer wellbeing, including:
o improved family relations;
o increased feeling of connection with livelihood;
o increased sense of wellbeing and purpose;
o increased sense of pride as a farmer;
o improved relationships among farming communities;
o reduction in emotions such as anger and frustration among farmers;
o increase in emotions such as patience and forgiveness among farmers;
o incorporates cultural and spiritual meaning into work life;
The farm environment was also reported to be more pleasant, joyful, and refreshing. Farmers felt their villages
had become cleaner, more peaceful, and unified politically, especially during elections. They perceived their
families as happier because the heads of the household (themselves) were more peaceful. They also noted
fewer problems associated with addictions to smoking, alcohol, opium and other substances, since they had
abandoned these practices. Fewer doctors’ visits were reported, as was improved inner strength and higher
self-esteem.

Nurturing Healthy and Sustainable Food Cultures
Finally, consciousness approaches are often implicit in social and educational interventions that
support the adoption of more healthy, sustainable and local diets. As well as mindful eating and
mindful consumption practices (see Box 8) CoFSA can work with consumers to reconnect with local
food cultures through education programs aimed at promoting traditional foods. Brazilian NGO Instituto
Maniva exemplified this approach with the Tapiokit project (see Box 15).
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Box 15: Case Study: Tapiokit, a Conscious Food Education Program

Enhancing cultural identity to promote sustainable and healthy eating habits in the schools of Rio de
Janeiro
The Tapioca Workshops, later called Tapiokit, is a workshop run by Brazilian NGO, Instituto Maniva, for
thousands of kids in public schools across Rio de Janeiro, aiming at promoting sustainable eating habits
through revival of the rich native gastronomy. The workshop focused on reviving the Amazonian cultural
identity through the use of Cassava, or Manioc, a root vegetable formerly a staple food of the country, now
widely replaced by wheat and viewed as a “food for the poor''. The objective is to raise awareness and
decolonise eating habits, reclaiming one's culinary and cultural identity, and promoting a healthy and
sustainable diet through the use of cassava as a native and locally grown food.
• Programme structure: The workshop involved extracurricular activities for children aged 7 to 12, such as:
lessons on the history of cassava and the influence of Portuguese colonization; cooking classes to learn
cassava recipes; storytelling activities on indigenous tales about the origin of cassava; and finally, learning
Brazilian folk songs and dances celebrating cassava.
• Impact: During 10 years of implementation, more than 3,000 kids had been trained in Rio. The Tapioka
Workshop offered a new perspective on native food by stimulating children’s creativity and autonomy
through easy cooking techniques; it changed eating habits by valuing the origins of socio-biodiversity
products; it provided cultural and historical knowledge of Brazilian culture and established a connection
with ancestries; finally, it reinforced the Brazilian cultural identity.
• Scale-up: By replacing the 'identity food' with other basic products, the “kit” has been used in several
states in Brazil and also in Uruguay.

2. Application at the Group Level
At a group level, CoFSA integrates the application of consciousness approaches into the creation
of safe, connecting, and transformative spaces for conscious multi-stakeholder dialogues in food
systems contexts.
Collaboration in multi-stakeholder dialogues and platforms is a critical part of building regenerative
food and agricultural systems. As noted in section I.C, collaboration in multi-stakeholder forums is often
hindered by communication challenges, diverse and often competing priorities and interests, complex
power dynamics, and a lack of trust between stakeholders. Acknowledging these barriers, the “Food
Systems Summit Dialogues” in 2021 paid special attention to the question of how to create an
environment conducive to respect, trust, open and sincere exchange of views, and openness to diverse
points of view.
Communication and facilitation spaces and tools include certain practices that support an enabling
environment for introspection, communication, and collaboration and in turn supporting improved
and more integrative action-taking for sustainability. A recent study indicates that the design of such
transformative spaces should combine consideration of the physical settings, non-hierarchical
communication setups, and coaching and/or facilitation practices (such as deep listening or councils),
which can be used in combination with certain consciousness practices and approaches 100. Research
further suggests that these spaces can be powerful enablers of change if they are linked to networks
of practice and new cultures of collaboration 101.
A variety of methods harness the potential of consciousness approaches and practices to foster
conscious group dialogues. These include, for example, the use of non-violent communication and
deep listening practices, compassion, mindfulness, and creative practices to support increased
connection among participants, trust-building, and access to the deeper collective wisdom of the
group.
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For instance, the Theory U process - developed by Otto Scharmer from the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT), involving methods for sensing, presencing and enacting - is among the most widely
used approaches to support conscious group dialogues and collective action from a place of shared
awareness, including within the international development and food and agriculture sectors 102.
Through a partnership with the MIT Presencing Institute (PI), UNDP hosted a series of global dialogues
in 2021 applying the Theory U process to the complex challenges faced in practitioners’ work and
developed a 4-month action-learning journey for UN practitioners to apply awareness-based systems
change approaches to their work. The same Theory U-based approach has been applied in the food
sector by global NGO Commonland. For example, the process was applied in the Netherlands to
support collaboration and partnership towards sustainability between a network of change agents in
the Dutch food and farming system (see Box 16 below).
Theory U processes often involve creative practices such as social theater, as ways to inquire into
deeper aspects of the problems at stake. Among similar practices is Systemic Constellations, which
was originally developed by Bert Hellinger in the 1990s to address the impacts of intergenerational
trauma on individuals, drawing on the field of family systems therapy as well as insights from Zulu
culture. It has since been adapted for use in organizations and, increasingly, to provide insights into
how to address wider social change issues 103. In particular, Constellations work indicates that in order
to shift patterns of behaviour in systems, it is critical to address historic trauma and to ensure that all
stakeholders have a place and a voice. This insight is particularly relevant to food and agriculture,
where the legacy and current realities of colonialism, exploitation and extraction are still highly
influential.
Conscious multi-stakeholder dialogue approaches can be used in a variety of Food Systems
contexts, whether as part of sustainable commodity platforms, or in facilitating processes such as
policy reform. The latter might, for example, can take the form of a retreat initiating such processes, as
well as field visits and immersion in nature, which can create a space for all participants to connect with
themselves (higher purpose and values for more ambitious outcomes), the stakeholders potentially
most affected (e.g. farmers), the food system they are part of (develop a more systemic perspective),
and nature (including through featuring nature as a formal participant in a dialogue, represented, for
example, by Indigenous Peoples and/or scientists).
Consciousness practices and approaches can also be leveraged to revive traditional cultural
practices for conscious dialogues and conflict-solving, as in the case of Peace Huts in Liberia for
instance 104. Here, traditional Peace Huts have been re-established to support reconciliation, healing
and peacebuilding efforts in particular with former combatants and child soldiers, to empower women
and to consciously discuss issues relevant for the communities such as the Ebola crisis. Peace Huts
activists cite mindfulness meditation as a powerful peacemaking tool ‘to refuel their passion, connect
with a source of peace within, and become more effective in their work’ 105.
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Box 16: Case Study: For Tomorrow's Harvest, an Awareness-based Journey for Change Agents in the
Dutch Food Systems

A Theory U Leadership Programme to support the Transition towards sustainability
In 2018, Commonland, together with the OFL, an independent platform funded by the Dutch government,
launched “For Tomorrow's Harvest”: an awareness-based journey for change agents supporting the transition
of the Dutch food and agricultural system towards sustainability. The network represented largely the
agri/food system, having members from business community, governments, banks, farms, and social
organizations.
In a proven leadership trajectory, based on Theory U, eighty participants immersed themselves over 1,5 years
course.
• The journey: “For Tomorrow’s Harvest” followed the U curve and started with a three-day immersive
process in which participants began building relationships with each other and started sensing into the
agricultural and food system in the Netherlands and its challenges. This three-day co-initiation workshop
was followed by a full day of further ‘co-sensing’ of the agricultural system through dialogue interviews,
and learning more about Theory U. Afterwards, participants went on six different ‘learning journeys’ to
visit various places that hold potential for change. They witnessed, observed, and engaged with the
people from those initiatives. The Lab finished with a two-day workshop on crystallizing visions for the
future and developing system prototypes.
• Impact: A total of eight concrete initiatives were born out of For Tomorrow’s Harvest. One of these
examples is ‘Aardpeer’, a collaboration between a bank, a farming community, and a foundation of
regenerative agriculture. They established a foundation that allows citizens and investors to purchase
bonds for land for regenerative farmers. In 2021, they were able to realize the purchase of land for five
farmers through the sale of a total of 7.2 million euros in bonds. In a total of 3 weeks, they received 74
applications from farmers with a total volume of approximately 100 million euros, demonstrating the high
need for access to land by regenerative farmers.

3. Application at the Institutional Level
At the institutional level, CoFSA supports application of consciousness approaches to catalyze the
cultural transformation of organizations, and supports the development of dedicated public and
private policy. Such approaches often combine applications at individual, group and institutional
levels.
New organizational cultures, in both companies and governments, are essential to support the
transition of food systems toward regeneration. Relevant initiatives are emerging across different
types of organization and within governments. For example, the Government of Wales has engaged in
cultural transformation of its civil service in order to better serve sustainable development and the wellbeing of future generations (see Box 17); and a number of national parliaments have initiated
mindfulness programmes in order to build more conscious and collaborative political cultures (see Box
18).
Many Value- and Purpose-driven organizations such as B-Corps have also built specific organizational
cultures to help meet their sustainability objectives through investing in employee development.
CoFSA can support the cultural transformation of organizations for example through training, peerlearning circles, coaching, development of specific practices for meetings and team works, as well as
the review of other management and human resources processes and tools (such as competency
frameworks highlighting inner capacities) 106.
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Box 17: Case study: Civil Service Cultural Transformation in Wales
In 2015, the Government of Wales enacted the ‘Wellbeing of Future Generations Act’ to encourage public
bodies think more about the long-term, work better with people and communities and each other, look to
prevent problems and take a more systemic approach. In conjunction, The Welsh Government Sustainable
Development Behaviour Change Programme was launched to support behavioural and cultural change of
civil servants (approx. 5000) in the Welsh Government. It is a programme based on supporting those who
wish to understand or explore the implications of behavioural science and sustainable development for their
work in government, in policy, process and personal terms.
• Competency Framework: The programme is based on a competency framework for leadership which
includes four key transformation skills for development: Pause (long, short, with others, alone, meditative,
in movement, outdoors, just waiting for things to emerge…); Listen (to myself, to others, to nature, to
understand, to help someone else understand, in generative conversations…); Ask a good question; and
Learn to act collectively.
• Approach: The approach has been developed through a collaborative programme of action research
based on repeated application of Theory U and on-demand service. By supplying advice, conversations,
coaching, appreciative enquiries, and space to think, the programme encourages civil servants to work
with others to find creative solutions to policy and delivery challenges. The programme is on a voluntary
basis: staff ask for coaching sessions initially held by the programme manager, then a network of coaches
was developed. The trainings are tailored per person and their main focus is on how to apply behavior
science in practice during the meetings. Over nine years of implementation, around 2000 people have
been trained and coached.
• Impact: The impact of the program has been extensively researched. Evidence highlights an
improvement in relationships with managers, quality of information and communication, empathy,
openness to change, increased understanding of work processes and the links between well-being and
successful delivery.
Box 18: Case Study: Building More Collaborative Political Cultures in the U.K. and Beyond through
Mindfulness

The success of mindfulness trainings in the British Parliament
•

•

•

•

Training for political Leaders
Since 2013, over 300 politicians from both the UK House of Commons and House of Lords have taken
part in mindfulness training adapted from Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT). Many
participants have spoken out publicly about the profound effects that their training has had, both
personally and professionally, and have reported benefits such as increased capacities of trust,
openness, clarity, respect, willingness to listen amongst policymakers. Politicians have emphasized the
potential of mindfulness training to improve the quality of discourse and debate, reduce polarization, and
ultimately help politicians to “disagree better.”
Formation of the UK Mindfulness All-Party Parliamentary Group
Shortly after, the Mindfulness Initiative policy institute was formed to begin presenting the research
evidence on mindfulness to ministers, MPs and senior policy advisors. In early 2014, The Mindfulness
Initiative supported parliamentarians to set up a Mindfulness All-Party Parliamentary Group (MAPPG) and
helped them to carry out a 12-month inquiry into how mindfulness could be incorporated into UK services
and institutions.
A policy report on the potential of Mindfulness for the country
The work of the MAPPG led to the publication of the Mindful Nation UK report, the first policy document
offering evidence-based policy recommendations in the areas of education, health, criminal justice and
the workplace.
Spreading to other Parliaments
Following the success of the UK programme, British politicians have been invited to parliaments around
the world to discuss mindfulness training. This has influenced a further ten national legislatures to
introduce mindfulness courses. The Mindfulness Initiative now supports politicians and advocates across
the world and supports an ‘International Mindfulness in Politics Network’.
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CoFSA also advocates the development of public and private policies that can help build at scale
the inner capacities needed for regenerative food systems.
Public policies can support for example:
•

Harnessing the potential of nature connection practices to support environmental goals and
well-being. Examples of such policies include parts of the UK Government’s 25 Year
Environment plan 107.
• Food education programmes aimed at promoting traditional food cultures (see Box 14) and
regenerative food systems.
• Integrate the inner capacities development into agronomic curricula.
• Mindful eating programmes to promote healthy eating, address dysfunctional or addictive food
habits and support the treatment of less severe eating disorders 108.
• Specific conscious food movements such as Sustainable Yogic Agriculture (see Box 14).
• Preservation and strengthening of the traditional wisdom and practices associated with local
and indigenous food systems, and community well-being (e.g. Peace huts in Liberia, see III.B.2).
Private policies can support for example:
•

•

The development of conscious organizational cultures (see above). Examples of such policies
include Unilever’s leadership model structured around “inner game” and “outer game” and the
use of mindfulness practices, and SEKEM allowing all employees to use ten percent of their
working time for personal development.
Applying a conscious lens to all corporate policies, such as:
○

○

○

Marketing and consumption: for example SEKEM’s Economy of Love (see Box 11) 109
certification standard helps to inform consumers of the social and environmental impact of
purchasing decisions to promote conscious consumption. Likewise, Mondelez International
helps consumers to develop mindful snacking habits through information on pack and
brand activation 110.
Sourcing: CoFSA can offer Immersion Journeys and conscious dialogues with local
communities and farmers, to enable corporate sourcing teams to deepen their connection
and understanding of the farmers from whom they source, as a basis for improving sourcing
policies and ensuring living incomes for farmers.
Environmental impact and food waste.

Finally, CoFSA supports a critical understanding and awareness of how our mind works - attention,
emotions, mindsets, decision-making and behaviours – and how this may affect the design (e.g.
how problems are framed, biases, etc.) and effectiveness of interventions and policies. This may
take the form of specific workshops for policy-makers aiming at generating a better understanding of
the problem at stake through increased self-awareness, or the inclusion of psychosocial and
behavioural experts into the policy design process.

III.C CoFSA Principles for Cultivating Inner Capacities
CoFSA’s principles for cultivating inner capacities were developed through a series of co-creative
workshops in 2021-2022. We recognize the need to keep this approach alive, constantly evolving and
maturing.
•

•

Context-specificity
o CoFSA interventions, whether at global, national or local levels, must be tailored to
specific challenges at hand and the needs and wants of change agents.
Respect and Equity
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o

•

•

•

•

The application of consciousness practices and approaches must respect everyone’s
own path of evolution, and not treat people as objects to be changed. Rather, CoFSA
offers the tools to support greater individual and collective awareness and
flourishing, trusting, based on the emerging science, that these interventions will
ultimately support systemic transformation towards regenerative food systems.
Power dynamics
o CoFSA aims to create safe, connecting and transformative spaces and conditions for
systemic change and regeneration. If these spaces and conditions don't include
explorations of power and bias, they may not lead to the deeper mindset shifts needed,
furthermore they may reinforce a dominant group’s' values 111.
Cultural relevance
o CoFSA interventions must be locally relevant in terms of language, techniques,
frameworks, religions, philosophies, and other cultural considerations. Supporting
locally-led initiatives which harness local resources, and traditional wisdom, is crucial
to enacting this principle.
Working with a variety of consciousness practices and approaches
o CoFSA is committed to working with a diversity of consciousness approaches and
practices that can support the cultivation of inner capacities, according to their
relevance in different cultural contexts, in particular local traditional wisdoms. CoFSA
acknowledges both the spiritual origin of many consciousness practices and
approaches, and welcomes the role that faith and religious organizations and
perspectives can have in supporting development of inner capacities for the
transformation of food systems. At the same time, it recognizes the opportunity in many
contexts to promote secular practices to respect the beliefs and values of stakeholders
across food systems.
Evidence-based approaches and plurality of knowledge

CoFSA is informed by and integrates both evidence-based consciousness practices and approaches,
and the lived experience, knowledge, and wisdom of food practitioners, particularly of local and
Indigenous communities. CoFSA recognizes the critical contribution of Indigenous Peoples as
wisdom-keepers and land- and biodiversity-protectors, and the role of Indigenous ways of knowing
and being in maintaining harmonious local food systems.
We hope that this report will stimulate critical engagement and collective reflection among
stakeholders across the food systems. To join the conversation, discover CoFSA’s activities, and
explore ways to bring these approaches into your work, you can find more information at
www.consciousfoodsystems.org
Join the Conscious Food Systems Alliance!
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Annex I
Case Studies
The full set of case studies referenced in this report, and additional ones, can be accessed here.

Annex II
Theoretical Foundations Report
This report provides the theoretical foundation on the potential of consciousness approaches and
practices to unlock sustainability and systems transformation. Its content has been simplified and
adapted to fit the audience of the present report and its focus on food systems. It can be accessed
here.
Wamsler C., Bristow J., Cooper K., Steidle G., Taggart S., Søvold L., Bockler J., Oliver T.H., Legrand T.
(2022). Theoretical Foundations Report: Research and evidence for the potential of consciousness
approaches and practices to unlock sustainability and systems transformation. Report written for the
UNDP Conscious Food Systems Alliance (CoFSA), United Nations Development Programme UNDP.
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