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Abstract 
 

This innovative research marries approaches in religious studies and sustainability science to 

evaluate Laudato si': On Care for Our Common Home - Pope Francis’s (2015) second encyclical 

from the perspective of Broman & Robert’s (2017) Framework for Strategic Sustainable 

Development (FSSD). The FSSD is a widely accepted transdisciplinary and holistic framework, 

framed by a unifying and scientifically-sound, principle-based definition of sustainability. 

 

The role of religion in facilitating sustainability transitions toward sustainable development and 

therefore addressing the concerns of the global sustainability challenge and the climate emergency 

we are facing today, is an emerging direction of research. In light of this, this thesis analyses 

Laudato si' from an ecological and social sustainability perspective, so as to examine and 

comprehend the role this religious manifesto can play in facilitating sustainability transitions. 

 

Using two core components of the FSSD – the Five Level Model (5LM), which provides an 

overarching systemic framework to evaluate the encyclical’s practicability as a strategic guide for 

sustainable development; and the principle-bound definition of sustainability, which allows for a 

basis for evaluating the encyclical’s scientific understanding of sustainability – the research 

method involves an operationalization of the FSSD with a qualitative content analysis, through a 

process of delineation, coding and classification, to analyse the singular case of Laudato si'. 

 

The results show that from the perspective of the 5LM, while the text displays significant systemic 

and structural awareness, a vision of what success would look like and certain strategic and 

spiritual guidelines, it is hampered by a lack of clarity around specific tools and actions to achieve 

sustainable development, which compromises its strategic planning perspective. 

 

From the perspective of the principle-bound definition of sustainability, it is clear that the problem 

definition and conceptualisation within Laudato si’ offers a comprehensive and scientific 

understanding of sustainability that does not contradict the Sustainability Principles (SPs). The 

solution and suggested broad approaches within the text, too, do not contradict the SPs, but are 

hampered by their overarching and high-level nature and their lack of specificity, and may not 

avoid unintended (negative) consequences in their application. 

 

In conclusion, the thesis provides comments on how the encyclical can be strengthened (and 

combined with other approaches) in order to be used to achieve sustainability transitions and avoid 

these unintended consequences. 
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Glossary and Abbreviations  
 

 

5LF A generic Five Level Framework for strategic planning  

5LM The 5LF applied to the case of human society within the biosphere, as a component 

of the FSSD, in which it is known as the Five Level Model 

COP 21 The Paris Agreement or the United Nations Climate Change Conference held in 

Paris, France, in 2015 

Encyclical An official Papal letter or missive addressed to Bishops to guide them in their 

relations with members of their episcopate 

FSSD Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development  

GMO Genetically Modified Organism 

GRI Global Reporting Initiative 

Integral 

Ecology 

A humanist ecological philosophy contained within Laudato si' that details an 

integrated approach to environmental, economic, cultural and social justice, 

premised on individual and collective action 

LGBTQI+ Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex and other related 

communities 

SDG United Nations Agenda for 2030 or the Sustainable Development Goals 

SPs Sustainability Principles from the FSSD 

Sustainable 

Development 

According to the World Commission on Environment and Development (1987, 

54), it is “development that meets the needs of the present, without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”  

Sustainability 

Science 

According to Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United 

States of America PNAS (2020), it is an “emerging field of research dealing with 

the interactions between natural and social systems, and with how those 

interactions affect the challenge of sustainability: meeting the needs of present and 

future generations while substantially reducing poverty and conserving the 

planet’s life support systems” 

Systems-

thinking 

An approach which sees the world as made up of multiple systems and allows for 

addressing complexity within these systems 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Overview 

There is an increasing scrutiny and acknowledgement of the role of sociocultural institutions, 

including religious institutions, in effecting transitions toward sustainable development and 

addressing societal challenges like climate change. Based on this body of research, this thesis 

evaluates the sustainability credentials of Laudato si': On Care for Our Common Home, Pope 

Francis’s (2015) second encyclical, using a normative and transdisciplinary framework: The 

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) (Broman and Robert 2017). 

 

This research is premised on the fundamental notion that any driver of sustainability transitions 

(including a religious text) that can influence society to move toward sustainable development, 

should be explored and examined for potential widespread popular use. However, this text should 

concurrently undergo a proper scientific examination, so as to avoid any potential unintended 

consequences, if it is adopted for popular use. 

 

The FSSD is a widely accepted transdisciplinary and holistic framework with a documented 

history of use in sustainability education and research, and in the field of strategic planning for 

sustainability transitions (Broman and Robert 2017, 17). The FSSD’s principle-bound definition 

of sustainability allows for a basis for evaluating the encyclical’s scientific understanding of 

sustainability, and the FSSD’s Five Level Model (5LM) provides an overarching systemic 

framework to evaluate the encyclical’s practicability as a strategic guide for sustainable 

development. 

1.2 Pope Francis and Laudato si' 

Laudato si', Pope Francis’s second encyclical on the environment, was presented to the world in 

2015 to much critical media and popular acclaim. News media, particularly in the Anglo-Saxon 

and Spanish-speaking worlds, presented it as an important new voice in the political and social 

debate around the environment, with applicability beyond the Christian religious world (Pou-

Amerigo 2018). The Pope himself suggested that the text was more than just a Catholic doctrinal 

text and expressed a wish to “enter into dialogue with all people about our common home,” 

espousing a universalist message (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 3). The encyclical contains six 

chapters, where the Pope presents his call to the world. The first chapter links the current 

deplorable state of the environment, global poverty, and inequality, to the consumerist maxim that 

society abides by today (Pope Francis 2015). The second chapter, which is markedly more 

Christian in its tone, suggests God’s earth existed before humanity and (perhaps surprisingly) yet 

it is possible for science and religion to enter into dialogue (Pope Francis 2015). In the third 

chapter, the Pope goes into an explanation of the “human roots” of the crisis, suggesting that the 

current reductionist, technological paradigm, which seems devoid of human morality, is at the root 

of the problems (Pope Francis 2015). The fourth chapter introduces the concept of Integral Ecology 

(Pope Francis 2015), a humanist philosophy, which has been the subject of much intellectual 

solipsism, with one critic going as far to suggest that it calls for a “radical transformation of 
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international relations” (Ferrara 2019). The fifth chapter informs us about Pope Francis’s 

suggested plans and arenas for dialogue for a sustainable future and, finally, the sixth chapter talks 

about tools for environmental education and the underlying role that spirituality plays in this 

process (Pope Francis 2015). 

 

Pope Francis is perhaps the most influential religious leader alive (public opinion agency YouGov 

UK rates him as the third most famous figure in the world today. See, YouGov UK 2020). His 

papacy and its political legacy have been the subject of much scholarly study, including a recent 

volume which sought to understand “the enigmatic Papacy of Pope Francis”, a true “global 

political entrepreneur” (Lyon, Gustafson and Manuel 2018). Given the Pope’s global prominence 

and the reception the text received, its role in the fight against climate change and as a facilitator 

of transitions toward sustainable development has been the subject of much study and evaluation 

(See for example, Sachs 2017, Arogyaswami 2017 or Deanne-Drummond 2016). It is with this 

thought in mind that this research has been conceptualized. 

1.3 Research Objective and Questions 

As a religious text that could facilitate transitions toward sustainable development, what are 

Laudato si's sustainability credentials when evaluated by a principle-based, scientific definition of 

sustainability and through the lens of a conceptual planning framework, as enunciated in the 

FSSD? 

 

Breaking this objective into the following targeted research questions facilitates a comprehensive 

evaluation of the text: 

 

From a transdisciplinary practice-based perspective: 

1. As a practical guide for sustainable development, where does the text stand when evaluated 

with a conceptual planning framework like the Five Level Model (5LM), as enunciated in 

the FSSD? 

From the perspective of sustainability science, when evaluated by the 8 Sustainability Principles 

(SPs) of the FSSD: 

2. Is the text’s understanding of the problems (un-sustainability) it seeks to address, scientific 

and comprehensive and are the text’s proposed solutions (the path forward it suggests) 

designed to avoid any potential unintended consequences? 

3. Based on the analysis, how can the encyclical be used to advance the message of societal 

change for sustainable development? 

 

As a corollary to the research objective, some thoughts are offered in the discussion about the 

transdisciplinary approach and frameworks, linking religious studies to sustainability science. 

1.4 The Context - Climate Change and the Global Sustainability 

Challenge 

In November 2019, a group of 11,258 scientists, researchers and experts collectively signed a 

petition in support of a scientific opinion piece published in Bioscience, a leading scientific journal, 

entitled “World Scientists’ Warning of a Climate Emergency” (See, Ripple et al. 2020). In this 
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opinion piece, the authors and petitioners declared that as scientists they had a moral obligation to 

tell the truth and that Planet Earth was “facing a climate emergency” (Ripple et al. 2020, 8). They 

called for major transformations “in the ways our global society functions and interacts with 

natural ecosystems” and for humanity to react promptly “to this warning and declaration of a 

climate emergency and act to sustain life on planet Earth, our only home” (Ripple et al. 2020, 11). 

 

Relatedly, Broman and Robert (2017, 17-21) talk of an overarching problem - of a global 

sustainability challenge, where world leaders now recognize that issues like climate change, 

shrinking biodiversity, poverty, erosion of trust within societies and overpopulation, amongst 

others are driving society toward a point where it would be nearly impossible to maintain human 

civilization. Decision-makers and other researchers across the world concur (See, Steffen et al. 

2015). The World Economic Forum’s (2020) Global Risks Report, which surveyed 750 leading 

global experts, business leaders and politicians across the world, noted that, for the first time, the 

top five predicted long-term risks to the world were all environmental1. More tellingly, they 

recognised that these risks were not isolated and in fact interconnected2, clearly influenced by 

human activity, and that “repairing societal divisions and driving sustainable economic growth” 

was important to “systemically address threats like the climate or biodiversity crises” (World 

Economic Forum 2020). 

 

Broman and Robert (2017, 21) use a funnel metaphor to depict this current state of social and 

ecological collapse. In this metaphor, “the systematic decline of the ecological and social systems’ 

potential to support the fulfilment of human needs, in combination with the growing population” 

are depicted as the walls of the funnel narrowing in a concave manner (Broman and Robert 2017, 

21). They note that in order to stop this narrowing of the funnel walls, it is important that society 

act proactively and move toward developing more sustainably. 

 

 
Image 1 The Funnel Metaphor (Robert 2018) 

 

1 According to the World Economic Forum’s (2020) Global Risks Report, the top 5 risks are: Extreme weather events 

with major damage to property, infrastructure and loss of human life; Failure of climate-change mitigation and 

adaptation by governments and businesses; Human-made environmental damage and disasters, including 

environmental crime, such as oil spills, and radioactive contamination; Major biodiversity loss and ecosystem collapse 

(terrestrial or marine) with irreversible consequences for the environment, resulting in severely depleted resources for 

humankind as well as industries and; Major natural disasters such as earthquakes, tsunamis, volcanic eruptions, and 

geomagnetic storms. 

 

2 The following pairs of sustainability-related interconnected risks were identified in the Global Risks Report. Extreme 

weather events + failure of climate change mitigation and adaptation; Major biodiversity loss and ecosystem collapse 

+ failure of climate change mitigation and adaptation and; Food crises + extreme weather events. 
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1.5 The Context - Sustainable Development and Sustainability Transitions 

The Brundtland Commission defines sustainable development as “development that meets the 

needs of the present, without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs” (World Commission on Environment and Development 1987, 54). Despite the contested 

nature of the term and the intellectual fuzziness that has accompanied its popular use (Lele 1991), 

it has and continues to be seen as perhaps the only globally accepted development paradigm that 

international organisations, national governments, businesses and civil society can agree upon.  

 

As the United Nations (2020) notes:  

Sustainable development calls for concerted efforts towards building an inclusive, 

sustainable and resilient future for people and planet; For sustainable development to be 

achieved, it is crucial to harmonize three core elements: economic growth, social inclusion 

and environmental protection. These elements are interconnected, and all are crucial for 

the well-being of individuals and societies. 

 

The process of sustainable development can be viewed as occurring through a number of 

“sustainability transitions” which are seen as transformations of existing socio-technical 

paradigms toward sustainability. In their seminal research paper on sustainability transitions, 

scholars Markard, Raven and Truffar (2012, 956) explain them as “long-term, multi-dimensional, 

and fundamental transformation processes through which established socio-technical systems shift 

to more sustainable modes of production and consumption”. They view these socio-technical 

systems as networks of actors, institutions, norms, practices and material artifacts and knowledge 

that interact to produce services for society (Markard, Raven and Truffar 2012, 956). They add 

that transitions take place across “different dimensions: technological, material, organizational, 

institutional, political, economic, and socio-cultural”, and take place over considerable timespans 

(Markard, Raven and Truffar 2012, 956). Building upon this work, scholars Farla et al. (2012, 996) 

acknowledge the role of a multitude of actors in sustainability transitions, including social 

movements, civil society, consumers, experts, research organizations and individual actors that 

aim for systemic change from within.  

 

Over the last decade, as the body of research into the field of sustainability transitions has grown, 

so has the understanding that a number of transitions - not just socio-technical, but also cultural, 

political etc. are needed. Scholars Grin et al. (2010) take a slightly more radical view and define a 

sustainability transition as “a radical transformation towards a sustainable society, as a response 

to a number of persistent problems confronting contemporary modern societies”. Scholars 

Sovacool and Griffiths (2020, 6-8), in their analysis of the role that culture plays in sustainability 

transitions (in their case toward a low-carbon future), note that “cultural attitudes and social 

expectations play as significant a role as price signals, national programs, and regulations” and 

that it can “support and even accelerate low carbon transitions”. In this vein, the idea that religion 

or religious culture plays a role in sustainability transitions is increasingly gaining prominence. 

1.6 Religion and Sustainability Transitions 

Despite the hullabaloo about the death of religion in the recent past, created by the widespread 

popular scholarly acceptance of the Secularization thesis in the West (See, Swatos and Christiano 

1999 or Berger 1999), religion continues to play a role in most people’s lives across the world. 
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Public opinion seems to concur. According to the Pew Research Center (2017), 84% of the world’s 

population sees themselves as belonging to a particular religion (2017) and 62% say that religion 

plays an important role in their life (Tamir, Connaughton, and Salazar 2020). Over the last decades, 

scholarship has increasingly underlined religion’s role in shaping the global political discourse and 

contemporary social phenomena (See for example, Thomas 2005, Hurd 2007 or May et al. 2014), 

as a statist global order struggles to deal with the growing importance of transnational actors and 

organisations, including cultural and civil-society actors. Within this scholarship, there has been 

an increasing focus on the role religion plays in the ecological debate (See, Hunter and Toney 

2005, Sherkat and Ellison 2007 or Johnston 2014). 

 

Exploring the nexus between religion and sustainability transitions, scholar Jens Koehrsen (2018) 

offers an explanation of how religion may act as an agent of change that facilitates transitions. 

Building on more traditional socio-technical explanations of transitions, he notes that from a 

transition’s perspective, religious actors can engage in three types of activities: “experimentation, 

upscaling, and regime-support” (Koehrsen 2018, 7). These activities manifest as either internal 

transitions that have “the potential to stimulate participation in broader societal transitions” or as 

societal transitions processes, where “religious actors further niche formation processes as well as 

upscaling processes by drawing upon their organizational resources, media-access, social 

networks, and legitimacy” (Koehrsen 2018, 12). Similarly, scholars Ives and Kidwell (2019, 

1359), in their work on religion and social values for sustainability, maintain that religion has a 

“capacity to effect change within society because its activities span both deep and shallow leverage 

points”.  

 

These perspectives provide a background explanation of how Pope Francis and Laudato si' may 

effect and impact sustainability transitions and provide a broader link between the aim of this 

research and its link to both religious studies and sustainability science. 

1.7 The Hypothesis - Laudato si' and its Role in Sustainability Transitions 

Laudato si' is a sacral document and a global missive to the faithful about the failures of our current 

development paradigm, which calls for urgent change to save the future of humanity and the 

environment. 

 

Pope Francis’s stature as a global opinion shaper, particularly in the global south (The Guardian 

2019) suggests that Laudato si' could become a valuable popular religious text that facilitates 

transitions to sustainability (if it hasn’t already become so) through the niche formation processes 

that Koehrsen (2018,12) refers to. Further, the text’s widespread public acceptance also suggests 

its ability to impact the leverage points that affect social value formation that Ives and Kidwell 

(2019, 1359) refer to. 

 

Given the pressing nature and the approaching irrevocability of the global sustainability challenge, 

this research is premised on the fundamental notion that any driver of sustainability transitions, 

(including a religious manifesto like Laudato si') that can influence society to move toward 

sustainable development should be explored and examined for potential widespread popular use. 
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As Laudato si' is being adopted for widespread popular use, it should also be put through a 

scientifically-sound evaluation, to prevent unintended negative consequences or unknown 

problems (that arise from redesign toward sustainability) like the ones Broman and Robert (2017, 

19-20) refer to.  

 

Specifically, they note that these consequences can range from unforeseen environmental impacts 

to social unintended reinforcements of structural obstacles to social cohesion and justice. They 

suggest that, should this redesign be done taking into a principle-based definition of sustainability, 

these consequences can be avoided (Broman and Robert 2017, 19-20).  

 

This research provides insight into the suitability of the encyclical as a guide toward sustainable 

development, both from the theoretical perspective of a scientifically-sound principle definition of 

sustainability and from the practical perspective of a strategic planning model for sustainable 

development. 
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2 Literature Review 

Given the transdisciplinarity of the work, where approaches in religious studies are married with 

those in sustainability science, the literature review took two directions. From a religious studies 

perspective, it was important to examine how religion facilitates sustainability transitions to 

provide an explanation for the phenomena of how Laudato si' may play a role in the push toward 

sustainable development. And, from a sustainability science perspective, it was important to 

examine the existing literature related to Laudato si' to comprehend its use in the sustainable 

development discourse. 

 

As one can imagine, there is no scarcity of literature around the subjects of Laudato si' and the 

intersection of religion and sustainability transitions. Therefore, an in-depth literature review was 

not feasible for the purpose of this short thesis, and the review focuses on literature that is able to 

provide more insight into the phenomenon through which Laudato si' may effect sustainable 

development or more perspective on the research gap. 

2.1 Literature Related to Religion and Sustainability Transitions 

Scholar Lynn White’s speech and following thesis (1967) established the intellectual grounding 

for the religion and ecology debate, which is seen as the precursor to the present-day discussion of 

the role of religion and sustainability transitions. While not necessarily a holistic thesis on the 

interactions of religion and sustainability (as an ecological and social construct), White (1967, 

1206-1207) argues that Christianity, with its utilitarian approach to nature, promotes a particularly 

anthropocentric view of the environment. He states that it is therefore incumbent upon (Western) 

Christianity to change its theology to address the ecological crisis, because science and technology 

will not have answers for what is essentially a spiritual and religious failure (White 1967, 1206-

1207). 

 

White’s argumentation provides a rich base for scholarship focussed on the relationship and 

ecology debate that has built up over the past half-century. These include other seminal works in 

the past decades (See, for example, Birch et al. 1990, Gottlieb 2006 or Veldman et al. 2014). 

Scholar Marisa Ronan (2017) suggests that much of this work has focussed on religion as a system 

of meaning-making that helps both individuals and collective groupings make sense of social 

structures, behaviours and motivations. She builds upon the work of Veldman et al. (2014, 258) 

who say that this suggests that religion has the (theoretical) potential to mobilize the masses on the 

issue of climate change. 

 

Yet, there is no uniform acceptance within the scholarly community on how religion works to 

effect sustainability transitions. Scholars seem divided on the mechanism of action as to how this 

occurs, but concur that a strong link exists between religion, its abilities to shape values around 

sustainability and act as agent of change for these transitions, and suggest further examination of 

this phenomenon (See Ives and Kidwell 2019 and Koehrsen 2018). 

 

Scholar Jens Koehrsen’s work in this regard particularly stands out. As discussed in the preceding 

and subsequent chapters, his work provides both context on how religion facilitates sustainability 

transitions as an agent of change (Koehrsen 2018) and some inkling as to how this occurs from a 
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theoretical perspective (Koehrsen 2017). These works help situate this work by providing a linkage 

between religious studies and sustainability transitions, in which Koehrsen’s findings suggest that 

there may exist avenues for further transdisciplinary research.  

 

Engaging with a similar transdisciplinarity, Christie, Gunton and Hejnowicz’s (2019) recent article 

entitled Sustainability and The Common Good: Catholic Social Teaching and ‘Integral Ecology’ 

as Contributions to a Framework of Social Values for Sustainability Transitions, in a sense, 

provides research corroboration for the guiding thoughts behind this work and some of the 

methods. The work itself investigates how Laudato si' and Integral Ecology (broadly Catholic 

Social Teaching) can construct and redefine values and ethics to create new narratives for a 

transformation to sustainability. If Christie, Gunton and Hejnowicz’s (2019) article provides an 

explanation of how such change can take place using a religious text, then this research 

supplements it by evaluating the credentials of the text. 

 

Finally, while not specifically focused on the intersection of religion and sustainability transitions, 

Altmann, Bunta and Mazimpaka (2012), in a first-of-a-kind research, used the FSSD to evaluate 

how religious communities can play a role in moving societies toward sustainability. They found 

that “religious communities are large purpose-driven networks and religious belief has a markedly 

positive effect on their motivation to move society towards sustainability” (Altmann, Bunta and 

Mazimpaka 2012, 71), and religious communities could benefit from adopting a more strategic 

approach to sustainable development. Their use of the FSSD in their research provides a 

corroboration for this work, and in a sense allows for a base on which to build a new track of 

religion-focused research premised on the FSSD, that this work then compliments. 

2.2 Literature Related to Laudato si' and Sustainable Development 

There is a surfeit of contemporary literature that focuses on Laudato si' and its role as a potential 

guide for sustainable development. This ranges from the academic and scholarly to the practicable, 

with organisations like the United Nations adopting it for popular use. The review focussed on the 

literature that aimed to evaluate the text’s suitability or provide commentary on its adaptability in 

the sustainable development discourse. 

 

Scholar Celia Deanne-Drummond (2016) in her article Laudato si' and the Natural Sciences: An 

Assessment of Possibilities and Limits provides vital commentary on the text from a Natural 

Sciences perspective. While not premised on a specific definition of sustainability, her approach 

establishes a precedent for a scientific critique of a religious text. In her findings, she notes that 

the Pope’s approach to the practical aspects of ecology is unprecedented in comparison to other 

religious texts (Deanne-Drummond 2016, 414). However, she adds that its eschewing of the 

concepts of evolutionary biology is problematic, as is its idealistic tone (Deanne-Drummond 2016, 

414). Most importantly, she states that more “reference to scientific ideas such as the 

Anthropocene, planetary boundaries, and evolutionary theories of niche construction and 

cooperation” Deanne-Drummond 2016, 414) should have been made, suggesting that indeed a 

(sustainability) scientific analysis of the text would be beneficial. 

 

Scholar Wolfgang Sachs (2017) broadly attempts to compare Laudato si' to the United Nations 

Agenda for 2030 or the sustainable development Goals (SDGs), while scholars Schmieg et al. 
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(2017) go one step further, comparing normative understandings of sustainability, at the macro, 

meso and micro-levels globally, contained within the SDGs, the Paris Agreement (COP 21) and 

Laudato si'. Both of these texts are important because they contextualise the encyclical’s impact 

within the global sustainable development discourse and provide insight into its normative 

elements which allow for its evaluation. 

 

Scholar Ted Eckmann (2016) attempts a similar objective in his commentary linking the encyclical 

to COP 21. This understanding is vital because while it is important to ascertain the scientific 

credibility of the encyclical, it is equally important to understand how the encyclical is shaping 

discourse (by changing norms, ethics etc.) This is premised on the assumption that it is possible to 

link the scientific aspects to the discourse-shaping elements in the encyclical, especially if it is to 

be used as a popular tool for sustainable development. 

 

2.3 Summary 
The literature review suggests that some research precedent exists for transdisciplinary approaches 

in these fields and that studying the role of religion in sustainability transitions is an emerging area 

of research. While this work does not specifically contribute to literature in this specific field, it 

builds upon and is informed by this phenomenon, which may provide an explanation of how the 

encyclical contributes to sustainable development. 

 

In the case of this specific text however, it is clear that no analysis of Laudato si' (or for that matter 

a specific religious text) has been performed using the FSSD or a similar scientifically-rigorous 

definition of sustainability, suggesting that research in this area is unique and can be a considered 

to be a contribution to the discourse.3 

 

  

 

3 There are two possible partial exceptions here to this claim. First, Schmieg et al. (2017), as described above, and, second, Altmann, 

Bunta and Mazimpaka (2012) who in their thesis look at how (Christian) religious communities can use the FSSD to move toward 

sustainability. 
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3. Theories and Frameworks 

3.1 Overview 

The hypothesis that frames this work calls for a thorough evaluation of the sustainability 

credentials of Laudato si' from both a theoretical perspective (based on its comprehension of 

sustainability) and from a practical perspective (as a strategic guide toward sustainable 

development).  

 

This was the guiding thought behind the choice of primary framework - the FSSD (Broman and 

Robert 2017). As a comprehensive peer-reviewed framework that blends both practice-based and 

theoretical elements, it was a superior choice to other conceptual definitions of sustainability, like 

the Brundtland Commission’s definition (World Commission on Environment and Development 

1987) or other practice-based and theoretical options like the Sustainable Development Goals 

(United Nations 2015) or the Planetary Boundaries (Steffen et al. 2015) concept, given its wide-

ranging, transdisciplinary applicability, and the fact that it is grounded in science. 

 

In order to supplement the hypothesis and link this research clearly to the field of religious studies 

(given that it is taking place in a religious studies department), it is important to have an 

understanding of how religion (or for that matter a religious text) effects sustainability transitions, 

particularly in social spheres that lie outside traditional religious belief circles. While the debate 

in this field is wide-ranging and has multiple veins - particularly the broader Religion and Ecology 

debate - Koehrsen’s (2017) explanation of how religion impacts sustainability transitions using a 

vein of social differentiation theory seemed particularly relevant to this research, given its 

contemporaneous setting. 

3.2 FSSD 

Broman and Robert’s (2017), broad-based and comprehensive Framework for Strategic 

Sustainable Development (FSSD) is useful for “structuring transdisciplinary academic education 

and research” (Broman and Robert 2017, 17). It provides both the theoretical basis, with a unifying 

and scientifically-sound principle-based definition of sustainability, and a conceptual tool for 

evaluating the practical application of the encyclical as a driver of sustainability transitions. 

 

It is comprised of the following elements (Broman and Robert 2017, 20): 

● A funnel metaphor which facilitates an understanding of the sustainability challenge and 

the self-benefit of competent proactivity. 

● A five-level structuring model which helps with distinguishing and clarifying the 

interrelationships between phenomena of fundamentally different characters (5LM). 

● A principled definition of sustainability which can be used as boundary conditions for 

Backcasting planning and redesign for sustainability. 

● An operational procedure for creative co-creation of strategic transitions toward 

sustainability (ABCD).4 

 

4 The ABCD operational procedure was not used in this analysis as it involved no practical operational aspects in the 

field, with the text. 
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The funnel metaphor explains the pressing urgency of the global sustainability challenge (See 

Figure 1.1). It is closely related to and provides a visual metaphor for the very urgent issues that 

Pope Francis systemically addresses in conceptualizing the problem in Laudato si' (Pope France 

2015, Chapter 1). 

 

The FSSD provides a holistic framework and helps “guide selection, development and 

combination of supplementary methods, tools, and other forms of support” (Broman and Robert 

2017, 27), in the form of the 5LM. This makes it ideal to measure the efficacy of the encyclical as 

a practical tool (spiritual guidance) toward sustainable development.  

 

The 5LM of the FSSD helps to “clarify differences and inter-relationships between entities of 

different character in the sustainability context” (Broman and Robert 2017, 6). It is based on a 

generic 5 Level Framework (5LF) that comprises the following five levels: System, Success, 

Strategic Guidelines, Actions, and Tools.5 In their guide to the 5LF, Waldron et al. (2008, 7) state 

that it is a comprehensive model for planning and decision-making in complexity and takes a 

systems-thinking perspective. It can be applied to the analysis of any complex system. The 5LF 

applied to the case of “human society within the biosphere” results in the 5LM of the FSSD 

(Broman and Robert 2017). 

 

The following table (1) illustrates the above example 

 

Level Generic 5LF applied to Laudato si' FSSD/5LM 

System It includes information on boundaries, basic functions, 

flows, laws, mechanisms and feedback loops, etc. that 

provide context on the success and strategy levels 

(Waldron et al. 2008, 7). 

Applying this to Laudato si' allows for the 

comprehension of the different complex systems the 

text engages with and the overarching system. 

The System level includes all the 

information and principles that are 

pertinent to the functioning of the 

earth. Examples include how human 

society functions within the 

biosphere, assimilation capacity, 

climate regulation capacity, 

biodiversity, and resilience etc 

(Broman and Robert 2017, 22). 

Success According to Waldron et al. (2008, 7), this level 

requires a comprehension of what are the most basic 
success principles or conditions that allow for 

achieving the vision. 

Applying this to Laudato si' allows for a 

comprehension of the vision contained within the text 

and in combination with the SPs, for an evaluation of 

its sustainability credentials. 

The Success level in the FSSD, 

includes the definition of a vision 
framed by basic sustainability 

principles (Broman and Robert 

2017, 22). 

Strategic 

Guidelines 

This level seeks to understand which strategic 

guidelines are important to choose actions that will 

lead to Success in the System. 

Broman and Robert (2017, 22) view 

the Strategic Guidelines as 

guidelines or overarching routes to 

achieving the Success level.  

 

5 The term 5LM and 5LF have been used interchangeably in this text. To be clear, the 5LM is the 5LF applied to the 

specific case of the human society in the biosphere, as enunciated in the FSSD. Given that Laudato si's focus is 

essentially the same, there exists an opportunity to use the 5LF/5LM model to evaluate it. 
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Applying this to Laudato si' allows for the 

comprehension of the guiding principles contained 

within the text. 

Actions Strategic Guidelines are broken down into actionable 

elements with specific goals and targets that allow for 

achievement of the vision. 

Applying this to Laudato si' allows for an 

understanding of the different actions implicit in the 

text and serves as an important marker of its practical 

suitability as a guide toward sustainable development. 

Broman and Robert (2017, 22) view 

the Actions level as part of a 

strategic plan that uses strategic 

guidelines and the vision to inspire 

toward Success. 

 

. 

Tools Waldron et al. (2008, 7) see Tools as additional 

techniques, instruments, measurements and 

management devices that can be used to assess actions. 

Applying this to Laudato si' allows for an 

understanding of any specific devices contained 
within the text and are an important marker of its 

practical suitability as a guide toward sustainable 

development. 

Broman and Robert (2017, 22) view 

Tools as methods, tools and other 

forms of support for decision 

making and monitoring. 

 

Alongside the overarching conceptual model of the 5LM, the FSSD uses the 8 SPs to demarcate 

and define boundary conditions within which development is sustainable. Broman and Robert 

(2017, 19) suggest that in order for a definition of sustainability to be unifying (and accepted 

universally) it needs to meet the following criteria:  

Necessary, but not more to avoid imposing unnecessary restrictions and to avoid confusion 

over elements that may be debatable; 

Sufficient, to avoid gaps in the thinking, i.e., to allow elaboration into second and higher 

orders of principles from a complete base; 

General, to be applicable on any arena, at any scale, by any member in a team and all 

stakeholders, regardless of field of expertise, to allow for cross-disciplinary and cross-

sector collaboration; 

Concrete, to actually guide problem solving and innovation, i.e., redesign through step-by-

step approaches in real life; 

Non-overlapping, to enable comprehension and facilitate development of indicators for 

monitoring of progress. 

 

The first 3 ecological SPs state that “nature is not subject to systematically increasing... (SP1) 

concentrations of substances from the Earth’s crust…; (SP2) concentrations of substances 

produced by society... and (SP3) degradation by physical means” (Broman and Robert 2017, 23). 

The 5 social SPs underline that people must not be exposed to structural obstacles to: (SP4) health; 

(SP5) influence; (SP6) competence; (SP7) impartiality and (SP8) meaning-making (Broman and 

Robert 2017, 23).  

 

As Broman and Robert (2017, 23) note, the SP-based definition of sustainability sets basic 

conditions that ensure “ecological and social systems to not degrade systematically. They 

constitute the boundary conditions within which society can continue to function and evolve, 

outside of which it cannot”. They also note (2017, 23), that organisations can make decisions 

around sustainability by choosing “not to contribute to” systematically contradicting the SPs.  
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The unifying aspects of the SPs set within certain boundary conditions allow for a precise 

theoretical basis to evaluate the encyclical. A high-level SP analysis will provide insight into parts 

of the text (the problem definition and the solution) that may systematically contradict or support 

the SPs. Evaluating the text against the unifying criteria that Broman and Robert (2017, 19) suggest 

will permit an evaluation of the solutions or lines of approach suggested by Pope Francis in terms 

of their ability to guide toward sustainable development and avoid the unintended consequences 

and unknown problems they refer to. 

 

In summary, the FSSD forms the basis of the analytical tool with which the text is scientifically 

and strategically evaluated, using a qualitative approach, bounded by the definition of 

sustainability provided by the SPs and shaped by the Five Level Framework (5LM) of the FSSD. 

It offers a rigorous, peer-reviewed and widely accepted framework for this purpose. More details 

on its operationalisation are available in the Method section. 

3.2 Social Differentiation Theory - Connecting Religion and 

Sustainability Transitions 

As highlighted in the literature review, while there is consensus amongst scholars about the 

interactions of religion and sustainability (ecology), there is little consensus on how this 

conceptually occurs, especially in the case of sustainability transitions. Given the outsized global 

impact of Laudato si', scholar Jens Koehrsen’s (2017) thesis, in which he conceptualizes the “Roles 

of Religion in Sustainability Transitions”, seems most plausible.  

 

Koehrsen (2017, 6) posits a social differentiation theoretical approach to explain religion’s role in 

the “multi-actor, multi-sphere, and multi-scalar contexts” of sustainability transitions. He uses 

social differentiation theory to demarcate different spheres of influence for these actors and explain 

their impact on sustainability transitions. Basing his work on different readings of social 

differentiation theory (Bourdieu 2006, Fligstein and McAdam 2012, Luhmann 1997, Luhmann 

2001 quoted in Koehrsen 2017, 6), he views the modern world as broken into autonomous social 

spheres and this allows “firstly for a demarcation of the religious sphere from other social spheres 

and, secondly for studying the presence of religion among religious and “non-religious” actors” 

(Koehrsen 2017, 6). 

 

Building on this, he suggests that there are two types of actors that facilitate the role of religion in 

sustainability transitions - actors in the religious sphere who act as “service providers'', through 

processes of value dissemination, elite-influencing and narrative change; and non-religious actors 

who employ religion and religious motifs in their messaging, creating “green religions” (Koehrsen 

and adapt this to the social sphere they operate in 2017, 7-12).  

 

Applied to the case of Laudato si', one can see how religious actors, particularly the Catholic 

Church (but even the Eastern/Orthodox denominations), have employed the processes of public 

campaigning, materialization and value dissemination (Koehrsen 2017, 7-12) in their use of the 

encyclical (Koehrsen himself references Laudato si' as an example of this - Koehrsen 2017, 8). 

Similarly, given its increasing use within international institutions like the United Nations, the 

World Bank or even national institutions like governments and universities, it is possible to 
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comprehend how non-religious actors employ the “religious semantics” (Koehrsen 2017, 13) 

present in Laudato si' in the process of sustainability transitions. 

 

In summary, Koehrsen’s thesis may provide a meta-level contextual explanation of how Laudato 

si' has been co-opted by both religious and non-religious actors and its mechanism of action in 

affecting sustainability transitions, hence providing a contextual link between religious studies and 

sustainability science for the purpose of this research. 
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4. Research Method 

4.1 Methodological Overview 

Given the research intent, where a normative, scientific theory (the FSSD) is used to analyse a 

religious text (Laudato si'), and the use of social differentiation theory (sociology and social 

sciences) to provide context, the choice of method called for an innovative analysis of the text.  

 

In this case, a qualitative content analysis, given the potentially multiple meanings of the text and 

its religious standing, was preferred over a discourse analysis, which would assume a fluidity of 

meaning of the text and prevent its evaluation in terms of a “fixed” reality (the FSSD). 

 

A qualitative content analysis premised on codes derived from the 8 SPs of the FSSD offered a 

suitable method to test sustainability credentials of the text.  

 

Assarroudi et al. (2018, 42) state that a qualitative content analysis allows for the “description and 

interpretation of textual data using the systematic process of coding”, where the end product of the 

analysis results in the identification of certain trends. Hsieh and Shannon’s (2005, 1278) note that 

it “involves analysing language intensely for the purpose of classifying large amounts of text into 

an efficient number of categories that represent similar meanings” (Weber 1990 quoted in Hsieh 

and Shannon 2005, 1278). 

 

Using Hsieh and Shannon’s (2005) seminal text on Three Approaches to Qualitative Content 

Analysis as a guide, a directed content analysis approach seems most suitable for this purpose. As 

they note, “sometimes, existing theory or prior research exists about a phenomenon that is 

incomplete or would benefit from further description” (Hsieh and Shannon 2005, 1281). In this 

case, the FSSD can be presumed to be an existing theory about the phenomenon (the text) and a 

directed content analysis would provide further insight. They note that using a basis in existing 

research or theory, in a directed approach, certain “key concepts or variables” are identified as 

initial coding categories which are then followed by operational definitions for each category as 

determined by the theory (Hsieh and Shannon 2005, 1281).  

 

It is however important to state that, given the uniqueness of the topic, it is difficult to exactly 

ascribe the method employed into the reducible taxonomy of methods employed by other scholars. 

Therefore, the following paragraphs shed further light on the operationalization of the theory 

through the chosen research method. 

4.2 Operationalisation of the FSSD / Method of Analysis 

The analysis focussed on four chapters of the six chaptered text which were germane to the 

research intent (Chapters 1, 3, 4 and 5). The choice of chapters was limited to those that focussed 

generally on sustainability or the themes related to sustainability. Chapters that were expressively 

sacral, theological, or spiritual were left out of the analysis (Introduction and Chapters 2 and 6).  

 

The FSSD was operationalised in the following ways: 
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4.2.1 A High-Level Delineation and Analysis of the Text according to the 5LF 

The high-level Delineation and Analysis of the Text according to the 5LF involved reading, 

delineating and classifying each paragraph of the selected chapters, according to the different 

levels of the 5LF. (See Annexe A for a sample paragraph that was classified according to the 5LF). 

It consisted of the following steps: 

 

1. A thorough reading of Laudato si' and identification of Chapters to be analysed. 

2. Each paragraph of the selected chapters of the text was delineated and classified according 

to the 5LF framework, to facilitate a systematic approach to contextualising the text.  

3. This classification included one additional choice of Not Applicable or N/A, in addition to 

the System, Success, Strategic Guidelines, Actions, and Tools levels to provide for a 

classification abjectly theological or filler paragraphs. 

4. Once the classification of the paragraphs was completed, the analysis involved an 

understanding of which paragraphs (and therefore Chapters) fit in the overall classification 

system of the 5LF, so as to give an indication as to how the text could serve as a practicable 

guide toward sustainable development. 

5. The analysis was presented in both qualitative and quantitative forms with examples to 

justify the findings. 

4.2.2 A High-Level SP-based Analysis of the Text 

The high-level SP-based analysis involved reading for and coding each paragraph of the selected 

chapters for the different SPs. Only the SP of the highest magnitude for each sentence was coded. 

(See Annexe A for a sample paragraph that was coded). It involved the following steps: 

 

1. A thorough reading of Laudato si' and identification of Chapters to be analysed. 

2. A set of (colour) codes based on the 8 SPs was created as a rubric for the analysis, resulting 

in a total of 16 colour codes (based on 1 positive contribution or 1 negative contribution 

per SP) 

3. Each paragraph in the selected chapters was then coded separately. When and where a 

paragraph contained multiple points or thoughts that impacted different SPs, it was coded 

accordingly and attributed to multiple SPs. 

4. The coded text was analysed and sorted chapter-wise, according to each SP (negative or 

positive contribution) using Microsoft Excel. 

5. The data was presented with graphical and visual insight into the scientific credibility and 

validity of the claims and postulates of Laudato Si, which aided the discussion process. 

The intent of the presentation was to answer simple questions, like how much of the content 

of a particular chapter in the text is in support of or against a specific SP. This was done to 

evaluate the completeness and scientific veracity of the Pope’s words. 

6. The results were then discussed in accordance with the research intent, answering questions 

about the scientific credentials of the encyclical as a tool for sustainable development and 

provided insight into what (if anything) was lacking. 
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4.3 Ethical & Normative Considerations 

As with all research, a number of ethical considerations informed this thesis. The study was 

planned in accordance with the All European Academies’ (ALLEA 2017) ethical code and all 

requirements of Uppsala University’s research code were also met. Additionally, care was taken 

to avoid positive results and the misrepresentation and misinterpretation of data. 

 

In terms of normative considerations, it is important to state clearly the pro-sustainability and the 

undeniability of climate change bent in the approach to the research. As scholar Fredrik Snellman 

(2008, 418) notes, “normative considerations require taking a standpoint” and further “normative 

considerations imply reactiveness against things that are perceived as inappropriate in society”, 

both of which are what this research aims to do in seeking to support the search for solutions to 

the global sustainability challenge. An approach that is not uncommon, as Schmieg et al. (2017, 

785) note, “the idea of sustainability is intrinsically normative. Thus, understanding the role of 

normativity in sustainability discourses is crucial for further developing sustainability science”. 

 

However, this normative approach is not without pitfalls and there are a number of considerations 

that arise from a transdisciplinary work like this one. 

 

From an ethical perspective, the major point to consider is whether it is ethical to measure a 

religious text from the perspective of a scientific framework and bent that it was never written to 

measure up to. The reasoning for this work suggests that, given its popular acceptance, the 

encyclical should be scientifically evaluated lest it lead to some unintended consequences in its 

adaptation. Schmieg et al’s (2017, 786) work in this field lays precedent for such an approach. 

They suggest that “the broad conception of sustainability and sustainable development embraced” 

in the encyclical “justifies the inclusion” of the text in their analysis. They add that they 

“understand Laudato Si’ as a contribution to the sustainability discourse that goes beyond its own 

doctrinal and institutional background”. Assuming a similar point-of-view, one can justify the use 

of the FSSD to evaluate the text (which results in its own methodological challenges and 

considerations). While the precedent may exist, it is important to acknowledge that other scholars 

may find fault with this approach and as such this is an ethical limitation of this work. 

 

From a methodological and theoretical perspective, though the FSSD is designed to be a 

transdisciplinary framework applicable in a number of cases and contexts, the encyclical is at heart 

a religious text, not necessarily designed for this kind of scientific analysis. Therefore, there are a 

number of paragraphs in the text which are not specifically concerned with sustainability and have 

other (religious or spiritual meanings) meanings that are open to interpretation, resulting in a 

situation where they can be coded subjectively, thus increasing the margin of error for researcher 

bias. This is important to acknowledge and reflections on this approach and its resulting 

methodological limitations are provided in the discussion. 
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5. Analysis & Results 

5.2 A High-Level 5LF/5LM Analysis 

A 5LF/5LM analysis of Laudato si' allowed for the text to be conceptually located within a generic 

planning framework and provided a clearer understanding of where the encyclical could stand as 

a strategic guide toward sustainable development. 

 

By examining its vision for success, its understanding of complex systems and its ability to 

strategically guide toward a vision, the analysis allowed for a comparison between the FSSD and 

the encyclical and perhaps, more importantly, an evaluation of its practicable feasibility. 

5.1.1 Comparing Laudato si’ and the FSSD on the basis of the 5LF/5LM 

The table (2) below provides a comparison between the FSSD and Laudato si’.  

 

5LF Levels Laudato si' (Pope Francis 2015) FSSD (Broman and Robert 2017) 

System Human Society, nature and the 

problems that befall it 

Well-defined and holistic 

Biosphere and Society 

Well-defined and holistic 

Success Integral Ecology - Social Ecology, 

Environmental Ecology Cultural 

Ecology, an Ecology of Daily Life and 

Human Ecology, Common Good and 

Justice 

 

Definition is subjective and non-

principle-based 

 

Definition is not ‘concrete’ and not 

‘non-overlapping’. 

8 Sustainability Principles 

In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to 

systematically increasing 

1.Concentrations of substances extracted from the 

Earth’s crust. 

2. Concentrations of substances produced by society. 

3. Degradation by physical means. 

And people are not subject to structural obstacles to 

4. Health 

5. Influence 

6. Competence 

7. Impartiality 

8. Meaning-making 

Definition criteria are ‘necessary’, ‘sufficient’ and 

‘general’, ‘concrete’ and ‘non-overlapping’. 

Strategic 

Guidelines 

Calls for different types of Dialogue 

Well-defined but to what effect, no 
clear goals in sight, not strategic nor 

systematic. 

Backcasting Approach based on Principles 

Well-defined and strategic (when applied) 

Actions Not well-defined and not particularly 

actionable in practice. Occurring at 

multiple levels without a coherent 

systematic structure or flow. 

Well-defined and actionable (when applied) 

Tools Mostly unstated and undefined. 

Nonspecific 

Well-defined and feasible (when applied) 
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5.1.2 System Level 

Waldron et al. (2008, 6) in their guide to the FSSD suggest that the System level of the 5LF 

framework is concerned with how the system (in question) works. It concerns boundaries, basic 

functions, flows, laws, mechanisms and feedback loops, etc. that provide context on the Success 

and Strategy level. Applying this perspective to Laudato si', one perceives that the system the Pope 

is referring to is broadly the biosphere and human society’s interaction with it, which is similar to 

the System construction the FSSD uses.  

 

Using Waldron et al.’s (2008, 6) classification of System level qualities as a lens to further analyse 

the text, we see the following: 

 

Overarching System Boundary  

Referring to the earth as “our common home” (for humans) throughout the text, it is evident that 

the Pope sees the overarching System as human society and its interaction with its natural 

environment The Pope makes multiple other references to Mother Earth and the impact of human 

activity throughout the text. Quoting Pope Paul VI he states, “ In 1971, eight years after Pacem in 

Terris, Blessed Pope Paul VI referred to the ecological concern as “a tragic consequence” of 

unchecked human activity: Due to an ill-considered exploitation of nature, humanity runs the risk 

of destroying it and becoming in turn a victim of this degradation” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 

4). 

 

Basic Functions and Flows 

The Pope sees human use of technology both as shaping the system and in some way preventing 

better solutions (through blind human belief in its powers). He states, “Technology, which, linked 

to business interests, is presented as the only way of solving these problems, in fact proves 

incapable of seeing the mysterious network of relations between things and so sometimes solves 

one problem only to create others” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 20).  

 

The Pope sees the modern, resource-driven Capitalist system as one of the driving causes of the 

systematic destruction of the earth and the environment, resulting in rising inequality and 

compromising human security. He states “The failure of global summits on the environment make 

it plain that our politics are subject to technology and finance. There are too many special interests, 

and economic interests easily end up trumping the common good and manipulating information 

so that their own plans will not be affected” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 54). 

 

The Pope rails against weak politicians and political power beholden to economic interests, as part 

of the systemic issues facing us today. He states “A politics concerned with immediate results, 

supported by consumerist sectors of the population, is driven to produce short-term growth. In 

response to electoral interests, governments are reluctant to upset the public with measures which 

could affect the level of consumption or create risks for foreign investment. The myopia of power 

politics delays the inclusion of a far-sighted environmental agenda within the overall agenda of 

governments (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 178). 

 

The Pope views religious and spiritual power as essential to driving the change to a more 

sustainable world. He states (quoting Pope Bartholomew), “He asks us to replace consumption 
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with sacrifice, greed with generosity, wastefulness with a spirit of sharing, an asceticism which 

entails learning to give, and not simply to give up. It is a way of loving, of moving gradually away 

from what I want to what God’s world needs” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 9). 

 

Laws, Mechanisms and Feedback Loops 

Related to the functions above, the Pope views the current system as being driven by a techno-

economic paradigm. He states “the establishment of a legal framework which can set clear 

boundaries and ensure the protection of ecosystems has become indispensable; otherwise, the new 

power structures based on the techno-economic paradigm may overwhelm not only our politics 

but also freedom and justice” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 53). 

 

The Pope views the current human consumption-driven model as problematic and destructive. He 

states, “these problems are closely linked to a throwaway culture which affects the excluded just 

as it quickly reduces things to rubbish” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 22). 

 

Quoting Pope Benedict XVI’s encyclical letter, Caritas in Veritate (2009), Pope Francis suggests 

the system “cannot be analysed by isolating only one of its aspects, since “the book of nature is 

one and indivisible”, and includes the environment, life, sexuality, the family, social relations, and 

so forth. In addition, he states that “the deterioration of nature is closely connected to the culture 

which shapes human coexistence” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 6). 

 

In total, 61 of the 146 paragraphs in the text that were delineated on the lines 5LF addressed the 

System level. In line with the qualitative assessment, this suggests that the text provides a broad 

systemic explanation of the issues facing human society today in its interaction with the biosphere, 

the differing impacts and the causes of these impacts. While this overreliance on systemic 

explanations is both warranted and valuable, it underlines a possible weakness in the text in 

reference to the subsequent levels of the 5LF. 

 

Chapters 1 3 4 5 Total 

Paragraphs Marked as System Level 33 11 9 8 61 

Number of Paragraphs marked according to the 5LF 45 36 26 39 146 

Number of Total Paragraphs 52 53 37 53 196 

 

This comprehensive explanation of the System meets the conditions Waldron et al. (2008) deem 

as important and the Pope offers a broad scientific, cultural and social analysis of the System within 

the text, allowing for a nuanced understanding of its meaning. 

5.1.3 Success Level 

The Success Level of the 5LF is concerned with what a vision for the future looks like and, as 

Waldron et al. (2008, 8) note, “the most basic (and least changing) success principles or conditions 

that define a successful outcome.” 
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Within Laudato si', the Pope asks similar questions about a definition of success (vision): “What 

kind of world do we want to leave to those who come after us, to children who are now growing 

up?” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 160). And, “What is the purpose of our life in this world? 

Why are we here? What is the goal of our work and all our efforts? What need does the earth have 

of us?” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 160). 

 

Broadly, the Pope calls for a shift from a world with an anthropocentric consumerist outlook and 

a crisis of values (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 34), to a visionary one where social, cultural, 

ethical and spiritual values prevail (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraphs 130-145). So, while not explicit 

or science-based like the principle-based definition of success, this is what Success would look 

like according to the 5LF, in Laudato si'. 

 

He premises these values within the concepts of Integral Ecology, Common Good and Justice, 

which are closely related to each other and form a vision “capable of taking into account every 

aspect of the global crisis.” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 137). Looking within the text, we see 

the following: 

 

The Pope postulates Integral Ecology as a holistic, umbrella concept that underlines the 

interconnectedness of the human condition, the theological experience and nature. In the text, the 

Pope breaks it down into the notions of Social Ecology, Environmental Ecology, Cultural Ecology, 

an Ecology of Daily Life and Human Ecology, which offer different ways of connecting the world 

and which must be respected to achieve Success. (Pope Francis 2015, Chapter 4). 

 

Inseparable from Integral Ecology, the Pope views common good as the central tenet of social 

ethics that allow people access to “their own fulfilment” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 156). He 

notes that it entails “respect for the human person as such, endowed with basic and inalienable 

rights ordered to his or her integral development. It has also to do with the overall welfare of 

society and the development of a variety of intermediate groups, applying the principle of 

subsidiarity” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraphs 157-158).  

 

Similarly, Justice is fundamental to the Pope’s vision of an inhabitable planet for future 

generations. He views this from an intergenerational and intragenerational perspective. E.g. 

“Intergenerational solidarity is not optional, but rather a basic question of justice, since the world 

we have received also belongs to those who will follow us” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 159). 

Citing Pope Benedict XVI, he states, “In addition to a fairer sense of intergenerational solidarity 

there is also an urgent moral need for a renewed sense of intragenerational solidarity,” (Pope 

Francis 2015, Paragraph 162), in reference to the needs of the present-day poor. 

 

Chapter 1 3 4 5 Total 

Paragraphs Marked as Success Level 7 8 7 6 28 

Number of Paragraphs delineated according to the 5LF 45 36 26 39 146 

Number of Total Paragraphs 52 53 37 53 196 

 



22 

 

In total, 28 of the 146 paragraphs in the text that were delineated on the lines 5LF addressed the 

Success level. In line with the qualitative assessment, this suggests that the Pope does engage 

adequately with the idea of what an ideal future might look like (though it might lack the necessary 

specificity). 

 

In summary, while somewhat defined, when analysed at the Success level of 5LF, the vision of 

the text is perhaps a slightly idealistic endeavour and open to much subjective interpretation. While 

the definition may be ‘necessary’, ‘sufficient’ and ‘general’, it is not ‘concrete’ and ‘non-

overlapping’ like the criteria that shape the FSSD’s definition of success. 

5.1.4 Strategic Guidelines Level 

The Strategic Guidelines, according to Waldron et al. (2008, 6), are a “systematic step-by-step 

approach towards the defined goal.” In this case the analysis is focussed on possible strategic 

guidelines suggested by Pope Francis in attaining his vision of an integral ecology, common good 

and justice.  

 

Waldron et al (2008, 6) state that the guidelines should satisfy three conditions - they should bring 

society “closer to success,” they should “avoid blind alleys, i.e. serve as a platform for future steps 

towards success” and they should “generate enough resources (financial, social, ecological, 

cultural, and political) for the continuation of the process.” 

 

While the Pope makes 7 references to the words “strategy/strategies” (Pope Francis 2015, 

Paragraphs 42, 139, 170, 171, 175, 197 and 231) in the text, it is in Chapters 3 and 5 where most 

of the Strategic Guidelines of the text can be found. As the Pope says, “I will advance some broader 

proposals for dialogue and action which would involve each of us as individuals, and also affect 

international policy” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 15). These include the following: Dialogue 

on the Environment in the International Community, Dialogue for New National and Local 

Policies, Dialogue and Transparency in Decision-making, Politics and Economy in Dialogue for 

Human Fulfilment Here and Dialogue between Religion and Science. 

 

In calling for dialogue on the environment in the international community, the Pope calls for a 

rethinking of governance of the global commons, highlights the perils of unfettered development 

and the need for continued dialogue around setting of international norms and agreements as 

related to the environment (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraphs 164-175). 

 

In calling for dialogue for new national and local policies, the Pope calls for dialogue in national 

and local communities, with a focus on fulfilling human needs rather than economic interests and 

hopes for bottom-up citizen-led control of environmental policy through a more participatory 

polity (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraphs 176-181). 

 

In calling for dialogue and transparency in decision-making, the Pope states that “profit cannot be 

the sole criterion to be taken into account” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 187), and calls for 

transparent and frank assessments of environmental policies and large infrastructure projects (Pope 

Francis 2015, Paragraphs 182-188). 
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In calling for politics and economy in dialogue for human fulfilment, the Pope rails against the 

excesses of capitalism stating that (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraphs 189) “politics must not be 

subject to the economy, nor should the economy be subject to the dictates of an efficiency-driven 

paradigm of technocracy” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraphs 189-198). 

 

In calling for dialogue between religion and science, the Pope acknowledges the role science has 

to play, but places limits on it and calls for dialogue between various ecological movements, 

religion and the sciences, noting that the “gravity of the ecological crisis demands that we all look 

to the common good, embarking on a path of dialogue” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 201). 

 

In total, 28 of the 146 paragraphs in the text that were delineated on the lines 5LF addressed the 

Strategic Guidelines level. In line with the qualitative analysis, this suggests that the text has some 

idea of what specific steps and guiding principles are needed to achieve Success.  

 

Chapter 1 3 4 5 Total 

Paragraphs Marked as Strategic Guidelines 2 11 4 11 28 

Number of Paragraphs delineated according to the 5LF 45 36 26 39 146 

Number of Total Paragraphs 52 53 37 53 196 

 

The calls for dialogue and the detailed explanations offered by the text meet some of the conditions 

that Waldron et al. (2008) identify as important for Strategic Guidelines. These are particularly 

strong with their focus on the systematic involvement of stakeholders through dialogue (to 

generate resources) and do contain steps toward the Success level. Despite some strengths, the 

Strategic Guidelines in the text remain rather high-level and do not provide a systematic or step-

by-step approach that goes into much detail in terms of translatable actions. They are plagued by 

the same lack of specificity that stem from the lack of clarity around the definition of Success, and 

therefore do not seem designed to be able to avoid the “blind alleys” that Waldon et al. (2008) 

view as pertinent.  

5.1.5 Actions Level 

Waldron et al. (2008, 6) view the Actions level as essential to achieving goals, stating that they are 

actions that help move the system towards success. In this case, the analysis is focussed on actions 

within the text that could move society toward the Pope’s stated goals of justice, common good 

and generational solidarity that are built on an Integral Ecology approach. 

 

As could have been expected, a majority of Actions identified within the text were found in the 

solutions-focussed chapters, 4 & 5. These build upon the Pope’s suggested vision of Integral 

Ecology and the calls for dialogue between different stakeholders that serve as guidelines toward 

attaining that vision. The suggested actions within the text occur at different levels (macro, meso, 

micro and individual) and suffer from a lack of systemic coherence that allow for an iterative 

connection to the guidelines to achieve the vision.  
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They are generally broad and unspecific in nature, addressing multiple aspects of the problem 

leading to questions around their implementability. As the Pope notes: 

At the same time, on the national and local levels, much still needs to be done, such as 

promoting ways of conserving energy.... Political activity on the local level could also be 

directed to modifying consumption, developing an economy of waste disposal and 

recycling, protecting certain species and planning a diversified agriculture and the rotation 

of crops. Agriculture in poorer regions can be improved through investment in rural 

infrastructures, a better organization of local or national markets, systems of irrigation, and 

the development of techniques of sustainable agriculture. New forms of cooperation and 

community organization can be encouraged in order to defend the interests of small 

producers and preserve local ecosystems from destruction (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 

180). 

 

Some actions are in fact unstated as can be seen from the example below where the Pope calls for 

the scrapping of the global carbon trading system: 

The strategy of buying and selling “carbon credits” can lead to a new form of speculation 

which would not help reduce the emission of polluting gases worldwide. This system seems 

to provide a quick and easy solution under the guise of a certain commitment to the 

environment, but in no way does it allow for the radical change which present 

circumstances require. Rather, it may simply become a ploy which permits maintaining the 

excessive consumption of some countries and sectors (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 171). 

 

A total of 16 out of 146 paragraphs delineated according to the 5LF were evaluated as Actions 

within the text. In line with the qualitative analysis, this perhaps suggests that the text is short on 

the delivery of practicable solutions in the form Actions. 

 

Chapter 1 3 4 5 Total 

Paragraphs Marked as Actions 3 0 5 8 16 

Number of Paragraphs delineated according to the 5LF 45 36 26 39 146 

Number of Total Paragraphs 52 53 37 53 196 

 

In conclusion, from the perspective of the FSSD, while certain Actions were identified within the 

text, they did not seem to be strategically linked to each other or part of a calculated approach in 

line with any guidelines or vision for success. Instead, they were generic, clumped together and 

not specific in terms of measurable objectives or goals, a fault which in turn stems from the generic 

nature of the vision and the guidelines. 

5.1.6 Tools Level 

A total of 4 paragraphs in the text were marked as Tools according to the 5LF/5LM. These include 

certain specific suggestions like trade-off and risk and benefits analysis. For example, the Pope 

notes, “in the face of possible risks to the environment which may affect the common good now 

and, in the future,, decisions must be made based on a comparison of the risks and benefits foreseen 

for the various possible alternatives” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 184). Given the high-level 

approach of the manifesto, the lack of identifiable Tools was to be expected. 
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Chapter 1 3 4 5 Total 

Paragraphs Marked as Tools 0 0 0 4 4 

Number of Paragraphs delineated according to the 5LF 45 36 26 39 146 

Number of Total Paragraphs 52 53 37 53 196 

 

5.2 A High-Level SP-based Analysis of the Encyclical 

5.2.1 Chapter 1 What is Happening to Our Common Home 

The analysis of Chapter 1 tested the sustainability foundations of the encyclical’s understanding 

of the problem, according to the FSSD. The Pope presents in summary, an explanation of the 

current scientific consensus around the social, spiritual and ecological crises facing society today. 

 

In a mostly ecologically focussed review, the Pope delineates his argumentation into four key 

sections - Pollution and Climate Change, Water, Biodiversity Loss and a Decline in Quality of 

Human Life and the Breakdown of Society. He argues that climate change disproportionately 

affects the poorest most, and the social response displays a lack of collective empathy from those 

who are better off, highlighting the structural social and economic inequalities that are prevalent 

in the system. He notes that water is a universal human right and depriving the poorest of access 

to it is reflective of the structural inequalities in the system, when access to water too, is monetized. 

He also bemoans the loss of Biodiversity, much of which has been “lost forever” (Pope Francis 

2015, Paragraph 33) linking it to human society’s preoccupation with economic growth and 

consumerism. Finally, he links the decline in quality of human life and the breakdown of society 

to a breakdown in international order, where the global north owes an “ecological debt” to the 

global south (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 51). 

 

SP 1+ 1- 2+ 2- 3+ 3- 4+ 4- 5+ 5- 6+ 6- 7+ 7- 8+ 8- 

Paragraphs Coded 5 0 13 0 17 1 11 0 11 0 4 0 15 0 6 0 

 

The qualitative SP analysis suggested that the overall description of the problem was 

comprehensive, scientifically accurate and provided a clear ecological and social explanation. Of 

the 45 paragraphs in the Chapter 1, only 4 paragraphs were not concerned with sustainability (and 

therefore not able to be analysed by the SPs).  

 

A high number of paragraphs coded focussed on the Ecological SPs (35) and the 5 Social SPs (47) 

indicating that the problem definition within the text was comprehensively explained from both a 

social and environmental perspective.  

 

From the perspective of the Ecological SPs, most coded paragraphs focussed on SPs 2 and 3 (30) 

indicating less of a focus in the text on the problems created by extraction of resources. The Pope 

notes: 
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People take sick, for example, from breathing high levels of smoke from fuels used in 

cooking or heating. There is also pollution that affects everyone, caused by transport, 

industrial fumes, substances which contribute to the acidification of soil and water, 

fertilizers, insecticides, fungicides, herbicides and agrotoxins in general. (Pope Francis 

2015, Paragraph 20). 

 

And “industrial waste and chemical products utilized in cities and agricultural areas can lead to 

bioaccumulation in the organisms of the local population, even when levels of toxins in those 

places are low” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 21). 

 

From the perspective of the Social SPs, most coded paragraphs focussed on structural obstacles to 

health, influence and impartiality (37 out of 47 paragraphs). The Pope notes “they have no other 

financial activities or resources which can enable them to adapt to climate change or to face natural 

disasters, and their access to social services and protection is very limited” (Pope Francis 2015, 

Paragraph 25). 

 

There was 1 paragraph which contradicted SP 3 - Degradation by Physical Means in which the 

Pope suggests that uncontrolled population growth (and the lack of family planning) was 

compatible with earth’s ability to provide resources to support this growth. He notes: 

Yet while it is true that an unequal distribution of the population and of available resources 

creates obstacles to development and a sustainable use of the environment, it must 

nonetheless be recognized that demographic growth is fully compatible with an integral 

and shared development (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 21). 

 

In conclusion, the qualitative analysis of the Chapter according to the SPs of the FSSD, indicated 

an understanding of complex adaptive systems, and the economic and ideological issues of the 

roots of the problem, which displayed the deeper systemic awareness contained within the text. 

5.2.2 Chapter 3 The Human Roots of the Crisis 

The analysis of Chapter 3 tested the sustainability foundations of the encyclical’s understanding 

of the problem, as linked to its human causes. 

 

In a deeper philosophical examination of humanity’s overreliance on a technocratic and economic 

paradigm, the Pope begins by acknowledging the impact that technology has had in improving 

quality of life. He does however caution against its paradigmatic overuse as an epistemology, 

stating its adverse impacts on the environment and its dominance of political and economic life 

(Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 109). From this point, he moves into an explanation of the crisis of 

modern anthropocentrism, which he states alienates us from nature and spirituality, leading to a 

disruption of social bonds and cohesion (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 117). This in turn manifests 

itself in three problematic ways: first, in a culture of relativism or convenience, where humans 

place their individual needs before all others, resulting in trauma and dominations. Second, where 

the workers and self-employed are marginalised at the benefit of the corporations driving the 

technocratic paradigm. And, third, it results in scientific progress like Genetically Modified 

Organisms (GMOs), which the Pope sees as a complex problem (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 

135). 
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From the SP analysis according to the FSSD, broadly, it can be deduced that the overall description 

of the problem was comprehensive, scientifically accurate and provided clear ecological and social 

explanations. Of the 36 paragraphs in Chapter 3, 10 paragraphs were not concerned with 

sustainability (and therefore not able to be analysed by the SPs).  

 

SP 1+ 1- 2+ 2- 3+ 3- 4+ 4- 5+ 5- 6+ 6- 7+ 7- 8+ 8- 

Paragraphs Coded 1 0 1 0 8 1 6 1 3 1 11 0 6 0 7 0 

 

As a reflection of the philosophical and paradigmatic nature of the chapter, there were only 10 

paragraphs coded that were in support of the 3 Ecological SPs, with the remaining 36 of 47 

paragraphs focussing on the 5 Social SPs.  

 

Given the deeper philosophical bent, the reliance on a more social explanation of the human causes 

of the crisis was expected and justified. In particular, the explanation focussed on structural 

obstacles to Competence, Impartiality and Meaning-Making (SPs 6, 7 and 8) in its explanation of 

the human causes, suggesting that this technocratic paradigm and modern anthropocentrism were 

resulting in unfair advantages for certain groups and, in general, preventing society or social 

groups from making common-meaning with each other. 

 

For example, the Pope notes (2015, Paragraph 108), “technology tends to absorb everything into 

its ironclad logic” and “the loss of jobs also has a negative impact on the economy through the 

progressive erosion of social capital: the network of relationships of trust, dependability, and 

respect for rules, all of which are indispensable for any form of civil coexistence” (Pope Francis 

2015, Paragraph 128). 

 

There was only one paragraph which contradicted SP 5 - Influence, in which the Pope railed 

against abortion: “Since everything is interrelated, concern for the protection of nature is also 

incompatible with the justification of abortion. How can we genuinely teach the importance of 

concern for other vulnerable beings, however troublesome or inconvenient they may be, if we fail 

to protect a human embryo, even when its presence is uncomfortable and creates difficulties” (Pope 

Francis 2015, Paragraph 120). This suggests that the encyclical was seeking to restrict individual 

(female) choice. 

 

In conclusion, the analysis of the chapter provided an explanation of how the Pope sees the existing 

extractivitist, developmental, capitalist, technocratic regime as part of the problem of modern 

anthropocentrism, and, in highlighting its specific problems, opens avenues to suggest further 

solutions in the subsequent chapters. 

5.2.3 Chapter 4 Integral Ecology 

The analysis of Chapter 4 tested the sustainability science foundations of the Pope’s suggested line 

of approach - Integral Ecology, which contains both solutions (a vision) and certain boundary 

conditions or guidelines that provide guidance. 
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In presenting Integral Ecology, the Pope presents the fundamental interconnectedness of nature 

and humanity as the only solution to the present crisis. He argues for a novel paradigm of justice - 

social justice, economic justice, environmental justice, cultural justice and inter/intra generational 

justice - through these different interconnected ecologies. He premises his argument on the concept 

of the common good, which he views as a central principle for social ethics. Common good entails 

“respect for the human person as such, endowed with basic and inalienable rights ordered to his or 

her integral development” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 157). The interconnectedness of nature 

and humanity within Integral Ecology is similar to Broman & Roberts’ conceptualization of human 

society lying within the biosphere of the FSSD, and common good itself can be viewed as a concept 

that runs complementary to the Social SPs goals of removing structural obstacles to development. 

 

From the SP analysis, broadly, it is visible that Integral Ecology as an approach provides holistic 

social and ecological solutions, and its guidelines rarely contradict the SPs. Given Integral 

Ecology’s theological roots, 4 of the 26 paragraphs in Chapter 4 focussed on broader spiritual 

issues and were not analysed by the SPs. 

 

SP 1+ 1- 2+ 2- 3+ 3- 4+ 4- 5+ 5- 6+ 6- 7+ 7- 8+ 8- 

Paragraphs Coded 4 0 3 0 4 0 5 0 7 1 2 0 4 0 11 0 

 

11 of the 41 paragraphs coded, focussed on the 3 Ecological SPs with the remaining 30 of 41 

focussing on the 5 Social SPs. The distribution of SPs throughout the Chapter was skewed toward 

the Social SPs, suggesting a vision and method of approach that was focussed on human behaviour, 

keeping in line with the premise of Integral Ecology. 

 

In particular, there was a strong focus within Integral Ecology on removing structural obstacles to 

Health and Influence (SPs 4 & 5). As the Pope notes, “when the poor live in unsanitary slums or 

in dangerous tenements, in cases where it is necessary to relocate them, in order not to heap 

suffering upon suffering, adequate information needs to be given beforehand, with choices of 

decent housing offered, and the people directly involved must be part of the process” (Pope Francis 

2015, Paragraph 152).  

 

And a stress on the need for holistic and collective Meaning-Making (SP 8) as part of the Integral 

Ecology approach as can be seen from this example: “Interventions which affect the urban or rural 

landscape should take into account how various elements combine to form a whole which is 

perceived by its inhabitants as a coherent and meaningful framework for their lives” (Pope Francis 

2015, Paragraph 151). 

 

Finally, there was one paragraph which contradicted SP 5 - Influence, in which the Pope argued 

that the continued delineation of society along lines of gender was harmful: 

Also, valuing one’s own body in its femininity or masculinity is necessary if I am going to 

be able to recognize myself in an encounter with someone who is different. In this way we 

can joyfully accept the specific gifts of another man or woman, the work of God the 

Creator, and find mutual enrichment. It is not a healthy attitude which would seek to cancel 

out sexual difference because it no longer knows how to confront it (Pope Francis 2015, 

Paragraph 155). 
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This perhaps suggests that Integral Ecology may have a problem with individual (gendered) 

choices and freedoms and possibly with the LGBTQI+ community. 

 

In conclusion, the analysis of the Chapter provided insight into social and ecological elements of 

Integral Ecology. The SP analysis indicates that its approach is solid in terms of its sustainability 

credentials and it contains much commentary on deeper systemic solutions within the way human 

society is structured and its interactions with nature.  

 

However, the Chapter and the proposed solution lack specificities. When evaluated against the 

unifying criteria that Broman and Robert (2017, 19) deem essential for sustainable development, 

Integral Ecology seems to satisfy only some of the conditions. Its approach is general and 

applicable in any arena, it is necessary and sufficient in providing a strong base to build on, 

however it is neither concrete nor non-overlapping, suggesting that its proposed approach may not 

be best placed to avoid unknown problems in its practice. 

5.2.4 Chapter 5 Lines of Approach and Action 

The SP analysis of Chapter 5 tested the sustainability science foundations of the Pope’s suggested 

lines of approach and action, which are centred upon dialogue and collective responsibility and 

governance.  

 

The Pope premises his lines of approach along four lines of dialogue, reflecting the 

interconnectedness and interdependence he highlights in explaining his solution, Integral Ecology. 

He challenges the regnant techno-economic discourse and calls for international dialogue on the 

environment and the global commons, dialogue nationally and locally, dialogue on transparency 

and diffusion of political power and political and economic dialogue for human fulfilment. And 

he asks politicians to be brave and not act in an expedient manner. 

 

From the SP analysis, broadly, it is visible that the Pope’s lines of approach and action are largely 

focussed on tangible ecological outcomes. Of the 59 paragraphs coded for the SPs, 33 focussed on 

the ecological SPs, on issues like governance of the global commons and issues of environmental 

protection. Some examples of this include: “agriculture in poorer regions can be improved through 

investment in rural infrastructures, a better organization of local or national markets, systems of 

irrigation, and the development of techniques of sustainable agriculture” (Pope Francis 2015, 

Paragraph 180). 

 

SPs 1+ 1- 2+ 2- 3+ 3- 4+ 4- 5+ 5- 6+ 6- 7+ 7- 8+ 8- 

Paragraphs Coded 7 1 14 0 12 0 4 0 7 0 3 0 7 0 4 0 

 

Of the remaining 26 coded paragraphs, a majority focus on the removal of structural obstacles to 

Influence (SP5). as the Pope notes: 

If in a given region the state does not carry out its responsibilities, some business groups 

can come forward in the guise of benefactors, wield real power, and consider themselves 

exempt from certain rules, to the point of tolerating different forms of organized crime, 
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human trafficking, the drug trade and violence, all of which become very difficult to 

eradicate (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 197). 

 

And Impartiality (SP7): 

We know how unsustainable is the behaviour of those who constantly consume and 

destroy, while others are not yet able to live in a way worthy of their human dignity. That 

is why the time has come to accept decreased growth in some parts of the world, in order 

to provide resources for other places to experience healthy growth (Pope Francis 2015, 

Paragraph 193). 

 

This highlights the linkages between rising inequalities and destruction of the environment, in 

which vested political and economic interests continue to plunder the earth of natural resources, 

insidiously harming the social development of the global poor. 

 

There was one paragraph which slightly contradicted SP1, in which the Pope states “until greater 

progress is made in developing widely accessible sources of renewable energy, it is legitimate to 

choose the less harmful alternative or to find short-term solutions” (Pope Francis 2015, Paragraph 

165). This suggests that a temporary continuation of the current resource extractivist paradigm (for 

cheap energy) could be excused as it helped lift communities out of poverty. 

 

In conclusion, the analysis of the Chapter provided insight into social and ecological elements of 

the Pope’s suggested lines of approach - dialogue and collective responsibility. While there is little 

in this approach that contradicts the SPs, as discussed in the 5LM analysis, the lines of approach, 

according to the FSSD, while providing a solid intellectual and moral grounding, do not provide 

much specificity or concrete actions. From the perspective of a unifying criteria for sustainable 

development, the suggested approaches are general and, while they appear necessary and 

sufficient, they are neither concrete nor non-overlapping, suggesting that they may not be best 

placed to avoid unknown problems when they are used.  
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6. Discussion  

6.1 Answering the Research Questions  

From, a transdisciplinary practice-based perspective: 

 

Q 1: Where does the text stand when evaluated with a conceptual planning framework like 

the Five Level Model (5LM), as enunciated in the FSSD? 

 

From the perspective of the 5LF/5LM, the analysis clearly shows that the encyclical displays a 

large amount of more than adequate Systemic awareness that allows for both a comprehensive 

definition of the problems facing humanity on earth and its interactions with the biosphere, and an 

overarching, holistic approach to proposing solutions. Linking his analysis to the prevailing 

capitalist-driven, techno-economic paradigm which seems to drive global and local politics today, 

the Pope argues that this paradigm results in a society that is subject to much inequality, that 

overconsumes and is losing its spiritual and religious grounding, that eventually results in a 

massive imbalance with a nature. This kind of analysis and systemic awareness are absolutely 

essential to a strategic planning process for sustainable development, and this indeed is one of the 

strong points of the text. 

 

The Pope proposes an Integral Ecology as his vision for Success and a solution to the many 

systemic faults he identifies. Premised on a humanist approach that is both comprehensive and 

broad-based it is focussed on ideas like justice, common good, generational solidarity and different 

types of ecological interconnectedness - social, environmental, cultural and human. Despite some 

of its strong points, the vision from the perspective of the 5LF/5LM is not neither concrete, nor 

non-overlapping and, as a result, possibly compromises the efficacy of subsequent guidelines, 

actions and approaches that may be employed to achieve it. While one can make the argument that 

this lack of concreteness and specificity may allow for a broader reach across different religions 

and regions, and therefore greater public support, it still compromises its efficacy as a strategic 

planning process for sustainable development. 

 

The encyclical contains a number of Strategic Guidelines in the form of calls for dialogue. These 

are indeed useful, and the Pope provides a clear rationale for their strategic use in the involvement 

of multiple stakeholders in addressing contentious environmental issues. From the perspective of 

the 5LF/5LM, and as one of the core components of a strategic planning process however, the 

Strategic Guidelines are not specific enough to translate into related and enforceable systematic 

and step-by-step Actions and Tools for achievement of Success. This is probably related to the 

lack of specificity within the Success level as identified above. 

 

Finally, though the encyclical contains some mentions of Actions and Tools, these do not seem to 

constitute a particularly comprehensive, holistic or systematic approach that is guided by Strategic 

Guidelines to achieving success. They are scattered throughout the text and focus on the micro 

(individual/collective), meso (community/local) and macro (national/international) levels without 

much iterative linkage between, which results in doubts as to how they will be combined or 

consolidated together to achieve the systemic change the Pope seeks. 
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In conclusion, the text displays a strong systemic awareness of the reasons for the impending 

climate failure that seems to be facing the earth today, and some visionary solutions and ideas for 

a way forward. Yet, the text lacks the necessary follow-up steps to see these solutions put into 

place in a practicable, strategic manner and does not satisfy many of the aspects of the 5LF/5LM 

that a strategic planning guide for sustainable development should. This is a view shared by other 

critics including scholar Mark Graham (2017, 61) who notes:  

Francis is guilty of a certain lack of follow through with his evaluative moral criteria. 

Francis is quite adept at pinpointing salient environmental issues and framing them in a 

way consistent with mainstream Christian environmental ethics, but when it comes time to 

develop intelligible criteria by which to make normative moral statements on 

environmental issues, Francis is less than clear about how they should apply, or whether 

they should apply at all. 

 

And similarly, scholar R.R. Reno (2015) who notes:  

Laudato si’ may well have important and influential strengths as a spiritual meditation on 

the perversions of our age and as a global wake-up call. Smart theologians need to apply 

themselves to redeem the hints and suggestions of a cogent argument. I hope that happens. 

But as it stands, the encyclical is a weak teaching document. 

 

From the perspective of sustainability science, when evaluated by the 8 Sustainability Principles 

(SPs) of the FSSD: 

 

Q2: Is the text’s understanding of the problems (un-sustainability) it seeks to address 

scientific and comprehensive, and are the text’s proposed solutions (the path forward it 

suggests) designed to avoid any potential unintended consequences? 

 

The encyclical’s understanding of the problems facing human society in its interactions with its 

natural home and environment, and the societal behaviours that drive these problems is one of its 

stronger aspects. The systemic awareness it displays results in a comprehensive and holistic 

problem definition that addresses all 8 SPs and only rarely contradicts them, as the high-level SP 

analysis displayed. 

 

In terms of the problem definition, the encyclical clearly enunciates the length and breadth of the 

ecological and social crises facing humanity today. Its cyclical definition of the problem begins 

with the ecological, focussing on the over extraction of natural resources to produce goods and 

drive our economies, the resulting pollution, waste and biodiversity loss, before commenting on 

the social, in which this results in impacts on human health, massive inequalities and corruption 

and eventually the loss of spiritual and religious meaning in our lives. Further, the well-thought 

out argumentation in the text links these problems to the way human society is structured today 

and the existing capitalist-driven techno-economic paradigm that trades human development and 

the environment for political expediency.  

 

In terms of a solution, Integral Ecology, the high-level SP analysis here too found minimal 

contradictions and a rather well-argued approach to addressing the problem, premised on changing 

the values, belief-systems and behaviours present within human society. Theoretically, these 

include concepts like justice, common good and different types of interconnected ecologies as part 
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of the Integral Ecology which addressed all the SPs with more of a focus on addressing social 

(religious) deficiencies (as one could expect from a religious text). The lack of specificity and 

concrete definitions contained within Integral Ecology though could hamper its employment as a 

guiding approach to sustainable development as it does not seem to be robust enough to avoid 

unknown problems it could encounter in the future.  

 

The high-level SP analysis of the lines of approach here too found minimal contradictions in the 

approaches to the 8 SPs. The approaches are built around calls for justice and dialogue and 

different political, environmental and social actions at different levels - global/national, regional, 

local and even the community and individual levels. While they are sufficiently broad and general 

in nature, they seem to lack a systematic coherence and do not focus on the achievement of 

concrete goals and objectives, suggesting that they may not be able to avoid unintended 

consequences, especially if, as the Pope suggests, they are based on dialogue (and can be therefore 

modified through this dialogue). 

 

Q 3: Based on the analysis, how can the encyclical be used to advance the message of societal 

change for sustainable development? 

 

As is evident from the analysis, the encyclical provides deep insights into the systemic flows and 

paradigmatic concerns that currently shape human (often negative) interactions with nature as well 

as astute commentary on the holistic changes needed to address these issues. Similarly, it offers 

much insight (though less specific) on a vision for Success (a world in which these interactions are 

minimised) through the philosophy of Integral Ecology and a number of dialogue and collective-

based guidelines to achieve that. However, in terms of practicable outcomes, the work is 

significantly weaker and lacks the required specificity to become a broadscale manifesto that 

contains tools for action against climate change. 

 

Given its systemic, spiritual and visionary strengths though and its current use in a number of 

global, national and local and personal contexts, it would be foolish to discount the ability of the 

encyclical to advance the message of sustainable development. Particularly its ability to sway 

public and elite opinions and its scientifically accepted accuracy (See, Climate Feedback 2015) 

are a useful tool in sensitising large numbers of people across the world to the problems of climate 

change and the path forward toward sustainable development.  

 

However, in order to be used holistically in a strategic and systemic manner to effect societal 

change for sustainable development, it is important that some of the shortcomings identified above 

are addressed. Ideally, this would be done through a follow-up text or additional 

teaching/accompanying materials to Laudato si'6, and in combination with other sustainable 

development/climate change-related doctrines. This could include international agreements, 

conventions, theories and practical frameworks, and toolkits that either build upon the strong 

systemic awareness the text creates or complement its vision with practical suggestions for 

sustainable development. 

 

6 On the fifth-year anniversary of the encyclical, the Vatican released a follow-up guide in June 2020, entitled 

Journeying for the Care of the Common Home - Five years after Laudato Si’ which was not evaluated in the context 

of this study (See, Vatican News 2020). 
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Some examples of this include a possible combination with the Earth Charter or the Agenda 

2030/UNSDGs (and its related toolkits and goals), which are increasingly seen as a widely-

accepted currency for goal-making, measuring and comparing sustainable development related 

progress made at various levels - including international, national, regional, local, corporate, 

institutional and even in smaller community-based settings. 

 

Another possible combination could involve theoretical/transdisciplinary frameworks like the 

FSSD or the Planetary Boundaries framework (Steffen et al. 2015), which by providing a definition 

on sustainability that is limited and specific, would allow for a clearer establishment of visions for 

success. Additionally, the ABCD procedure of the FSSD would allow for “Backcasting from 

principles” (Broman and Robert 2017) and the creation of clearer guidelines, actions and tools for 

the achievement of the Pope’s intended goals. 

 

Finally, the text could also be employed in the case of corporations, in combination with 

frameworks and standards like B Corporation (B Corp) and the Global Reporting Initiative’s (GRI) 

sustainability-related indices. Its widespread acceptance and strong scientific basis in the 

explanation of the problems facing humanity today, can be complemented by the science and 

evidence-based data-driven standards of B Corp and GRI to push corporations toward sustainable 

development. 

6.2 Discussing the Findings and Approach 

6.2.1 Discussion of Research Method 

The qualitative approach could have been additionally strengthened with a quantitative aspect. 

This quantitative study could have tracked instances in which the encyclical has been adopted for 

broader public use to reflect upon these choices. 

 

In the operationalisation of the FSSD, some doubts can be raised as to how the paragraphs were 

coded as per the SPs. While every attempt was made to code for the SP of the highest magnitude 

(or the SP that was directly affected) a number of paragraphs and even sentences, contained 

mentions of multiple SPs. The choice of which SP to choose then was subjective to the researcher 

and can be seen as a limitation of the work. 

6.2.2 Reflection on Frameworks and Normative Considerations 

Both the theoretical and operational elements of the FSSD were employed in the research and lived 

up to their purpose, suggesting that the FSSD can and should be used to evaluate other 

strategic/doctrinal texts in the field of sustainability, as they are adopted within the sustainable 

development discourse. The manner in which this is done should be tweaked to avoid some of the 

issues raised above (perhaps through the use of a software-based automated approach). 

 

While not used within the analysis, Koehrsen’s (2017) hypothesis provided a contextual link 

between sustainability science and religious studies. While not explicitly tested in the research, 

evidence from the literature and research suggests that the manner in which Laudato si’ has been 
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globally employed, both by religious organisations and actors in other spheres (including politics, 

economy and law) to enumerate sustainability, can be understood in terms of the processes 

Koehrsen suggests. In the years since the release of the text, the Catholic Church has made the 

encyclical a key plank of its agenda using it to lobby elites and disseminate values (Pou-Amerigo 

2018) satisfying one of the conditions Koehrsen (2017) suggests that religious actors do when they 

act like a “service provider” for sustainability transitions. Similarly, its increasing use in the global 

sustainable development discourse by non-religious actors like national and international 

institutions in sustainability transitions only lends credence to Koehrsen’s hypothesis and is a 

reflection of some of the normative elements contained within the text. 

 

The research process also provided insight into the normative aspects of the encyclical and how 

these justified using a framework that is based in sustainability science to evaluate a religious text. 

The Pope posits the text as an inclusive religious statement that reflects shared socio-ecological 

concerns for a common home. However, it is quite clear from the 5LM analysis that there are 

strong normative and ethical aspects contained within the encyclical that offer guidance toward 

sustainable development from both a religious and a sustainability/ethical perspective. Within the 

5LM analysis, the norms were visibly seen at the System level (often from a negative perspective 

as the Pope described what was wrong with the current system) and at the Success Level, from the 

different visions contained within the Integral Ecology approach. 

 

A number of scholars view the text similarly and have engaged with these aspects in their research, 

suggesting that these normative aspects allow the text to be contextualised and evaluated across 

different disciplines including the natural sciences (Deane-Drummond 2016) sustainability studies 

(Schmieg et al. 2017 & Sachs 2017), international relations (Ferrara 2019) and even development 

studies (Deneulin and Zampini-Davies 2017), apart from its traditional base in religious studies. 

Scholar Christiana Peppard (2016, 435) goes a step further and in her research and places the 

encyclical “in conversation with the natural sciences, social sciences, environmental philosophy, 

and ecological theory” noting that “in each area there are possibilities for defending substantial 

normative commitments while also recognizing methodological and normative fissures in an age 

of pluralism, social exclusions, and environmental degradations”. 

 

As evident from the argumentation, the line of reasoning behind these approaches presupposes the 

ability of the encyclical to impact change in these different disciplines and highlights the 

importance of religion and religious power in the sustainability debate, justifying in some ways 

the approach used in this research. 

6.2.3 General Limitations 

Overall, the major limitation of the work is the subjectivity bias of the researcher in the coding 

process. This is largely related to the multiple meanings within sentences of the text and the 

resulting number of SPs concerned. While utmost care was taken to ensure that SPs that were 

primarily addressed were coded, another researcher may well end up coding the sentences with 

different SPs depending on what they believe primary, resulting in an alternate evaluation of the 

encyclical.  
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An example of this was “renewable energy” which was mentioned multiple times within the text. 

It was coded in this analysis as SP 1 (this line of reasoning assumes that more renewables result in 

less non-renewables, and therefore less extraction of resources (oil, gas and metals) from the 

earth’s crust). An alternate reading could code this as SP 2 (this line of reasoning assumes that 

more renewables results in less pollution and emissions).  

6.2.4 Avenues for Further Research 

Two avenues for further research emerge. The first concerns the use of the FSSD in similar types 

of research, to evaluate other sustainability-related texts and perhaps even the sustainability aspects 

of other religious texts. The second concerns the broadscale applicability and adoption of Laudato 

si' in the sustainable development discourse, where more research is needed to understand its 

efficacy and, if it is effective, how to complement it to ensure maximum benefit in effecting 

change. 
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7. Conclusion 

 

Based on literature and previous research on the role of religion and sustainability transitions, this 

innovative and transdisciplinary research study used a sustainability-science and strategic planning 

framework - Broman and Robert’s (2017) FSSD to evaluate a religious, doctrinal text - Laudato 

si’ - On Care of Our Common Home, Pope Francis’s second encyclical - in order to understand its 

suitability as a potential guide for sustainable development. 

 

The research was conducted using a qualitative approach that operationalised parts of the FSSD, 

to first classify and delineate paragraphs of the text according to the 5LF/5LM to judge its 

suitability from a strategic planning perspective, and, second, to code and analyse the paragraphs 

of the text in accordance with the 8 SPs to evaluate the sustainability-science credentials of the 

encyclical and test the robustness of its design as a guide for sustainable development. 

 

From the perspective of the 5LF/5LM, the analysis revealed that the encyclical displays a high-

level of systemic awareness of the problem definition and the root causes of human behaviour that 

are driving society to unsustainability. In addition, the encyclical contains an understanding of 

what a vision for success (sustainable development) looks like and provides certain guidelines to 

achieve this. However, this vision and the accompanying guidelines suffer from a lack of 

specificity and concreteness, which compromises the encyclical’s ability to elucidate clear lines of 

action and the use of specific tools to achieve this vision.  

 

From the perspective of the 8 SPs, the problem definition was holistic, comprehensive and based 

in science, a view concurred with by leading scientists worldwide. The encyclical’s problem 

definition addressed all 8 SPs and displayed only minor contradictions. The solution and lines of 

approach to the problems identified, too, are broad and overarching and addressed all 8 SPs while 

displaying only minor contradictions to the SPs. However, this broad and overarching nature 

hampers the practicability of the solution and approaches and suggest they might encounter 

unknown problems if they are used in redesigning society for transitions toward sustainability. 

 

It is therefore suggested that the encyclical’s strengths are utilised in combination with other tools, 

framework, standards and agendas, like the UN SDGs, Planetary Boundaries, the FSSD, GRI, B 

Corp etc, so as to deliver the most efficient process of achieving sustainable development and to 

reduce the possibilities of unintended consequences in the future. 

 

The major limitation of the work is the possible researcher (subjectivity) bias that stems from the 

rather general and overarching meanings and explanations offered within the text, and the multiple 

thoughts contained within sentences of paragraphs that were coded according to the SPs. Further 

avenues for research include using the FSSD to analyse other religious texts or doctrines in 

sustainability, as well as exploring its role alongside the study of religion’s role in effecting 

sustainability transitions. 
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Appendix A: External Link to Analysis 
 

External Link to Google Sheets to see the coding of the 8 SPs and delineation of the 5LM levels 
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