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Forward 
It should first be established that this thesis research is written using both academic and literary writing 
approaches. While it adheres to formal, impersonal writing, following a pattern of presenting data and 
findings to inform and argue the points, at times, the tone can also be personal, the style symbolic and 
imaginative. The ideas can be organized spontaneously to demonstrate and narrate the story of the case study. 
This serves the purpose of including the general public in the target audience of this paper as opposed to 
discipline-specific audiences. Especially when the content focus is about policy work, scientists are not 
necessarily the ones writing the policies. In fact, when policies affect the people at large, anyone should be 
able to read, understand and learn from this case study. Better yet, readers should be able to enjoy and find 
meaning in the content of this thesis. 

1. Introduction 
I want to start by telling a story I came across while reading Kimmerer’s Braiding Sweetgrass in the 
Environmental Classics course during my senior year in college. It is a story of “Skywoman,” which has 
been cherished by many indigenous nations. Allow me to give you a brief summary if you have not already 
heard of it. 

The story goes: 
A woman fell from the Skyworld, and beneath her lay only the dark water. Many animals witnessed the 
incident. As she was hurtling downward, the geese rose together and flew in to break her fall. As the geese 
could not hold the woman above the water for much longer, the great turtle offered his back for her to rest 
upon so she would not drown. The animals understood that she needed land for her home, so they offered 
to acquire the mud at the bottom of the water for her. The loon, the otter, the beaver, the sturgeon all offered 
to help but the depth, the darkness, and the pressure were too much. It was the muskrat, the weakest diver 
of all, who had given his life to help this helpless human and was able to obtain a small handful of mud for 
her. Skywoman spread the mud across the shell of the turtle. She sang and danced her thanks as she was 
moved by the extraordinary gifts of the animals. The land grew more and more as she danced until the whole 
earth was made. While falling from the hole in the Skyworld, she had also reached out and grabbed onto 
the Tree of Life that grew there. Hence, in her hands were branches of all kinds of seeds. She scattered them 
onto the new ground and tended each one carefully until the world turned from brown to green. The sunlight 
streamed through the hole from the Skyworld, allowing the seeds to blossom. Now, the animals, too, had 
plenty to eat.  

Reading a story such as this one, we have little doubt about how or why the indigenous people have been 
living in harmony with the land for many generations. Children hearing the story of Skywoman from birth 
know very well the responsibility that flows between human and the earth (Kimmerer, 2013). In Braiding 
Sweetgrass, Kimmerer also recounts that when Skywoman arrived here, she did not come alone. She was 
pregnant. Therefore, she did not work to flourish in her time only for she knew her grandchildren would 
also inherit the world she left behind. Becoming indigenous to a place, as Kimmerer argues, means “living 
as if your children’s future mattered, to take care of the land as if our lives, both material and spiritual, 
depended on it” (2013, p.9).  

A lot of what we learn from the Skywoman story can be mirrored in today’s concept of sustainable 
development, while challenging it at the same time. Sustainable Development, as defined by the Brundtland 
commission, is the “…development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987). It recognizes the importance of keeping or 
making resources available for future generations not just our own. However, many scholars have argued 
that this definition reflects an anthropocentric view of looking at sustainability (see i.e., Buchdahl and Raper, 
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1998; Imran et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2000). It is based on the idea that the ‘needs’ here only refer to human 
needs; that the role of human is to take and consume resources while the earth is to provide. In the story of 
Skywoman, Kimmerer demonstrates how the earth is able to prosper; how the original immigrant—the 
Skywoman—becomes indigenous, using the term ‘actions of reciprocity’ (2013, p.9). It is through the 
giving and taking in mutual benefits that the earth and the lives that dwell on it can sustain. Therefore, the 
story reflects a holistic, biocentric philosophy, considering humans as only one part of nature. The 
suggestion is that both humans and non-humans can only sustain on earth, if humans consider themselves 
as part of nature, and hence weigh the consequences of their actions. 

Nowadays, we encounter such situations—considered sustainability challenges—in almost all activities we 
do. The consequences of non-considerate human behavior for both humans and non-humans are 
increasingly evident. Global challenges i.e., poverty, hunger, viruses and disease, climate change, 
biodiversity loss seem to all be getting worse. Cities everywhere are confronted by their own unique and, 
oftentimes, wicked sustainability challenges. Bangkok where I am from, for instance, is battling issues of 
air pollution, traffic congestion, flooding, waste management, among others. These issues are also so 
complex and intertwined that trying to solve one, without looking at them as interacting elements of one or 
more systems, might lead to worsening the others. Therefore, holistic thinking is needed. One path is through 
educating people, to equip them with tools and knowledge to address and tackle the complexity and multi-
dependency of sustainability issues. But another question then erupts. What does the kind of education that 
can help us tackle these challenges look like? Here, I turn the attention to Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD) as it “prepares people to cope with and find solutions to problems that threaten the 
sustainability of the planet” (UNESCO, 2007, 6). ESD, I believe, holds great potential for empowering 
learners to become agents of change, who strive to achieve a sustainable and just society. Still, while there 
is a large amount of literature and theory about ESD, there is much less research on the real-life effects of 
ESD and on the factors and conditions that make for successful ESD (A. E. J. Wals and Kieft, 2010; Tilbury, 
2011; UNESCO, 2014b; Pauw et al., 2015; O’Flaherty and Liddy, 2018). That leaves the questions: What 
does a successful ESD look like? Does it really work, and what does it mean it works? Hence, this thesis 
contributes to the research of the success factors on practical ESD application. 

This thesis contains a case study of ESD in practice. It examines how the ESD initiative in Hamburg, 
Germany, called Hamburg Learns Sustainability (Hamburg lernt Nachhaltigkeit in German or HLN), has 
succeeded in preparing a plan for implementing ESD at a city-wide scale. Since its inception in 2005, the 
initiative has brought together a wide variety of education programs, activities and events accessible to all 
ages. It aims to connect actors from all sectors to share and promote ESD in the whole city (UNESCO, 
2019c). I chose to examine this particular initiative because it received the UNESCO-Japan Prize 2019. 
UNESCO, the leading entity in promoting ESD, awarded the prize to outstanding ESD initiatives that are 
transformative, integrative, and innovative. Ultimately, the thesis seeks to gain insights into the essential 
elements, conditions, aspects that allow HLN to disseminate and implement ESD on a city-wide scale. HLN 
comprises a huge variety of education programs, activities and events, together forming the ESD masterplan. 
This study focuses on the process of developing the Hamburg ESD masterplan 2030, because the process 
of getting to ESD is as important as the implementation of ESD itself. For achieving ESD the process of 
organizing and establishing it needs to put into practice the exact same things one wishes to see practiced 
in ESD. Therefore, in order to be ‘true’ ESD, ESD’s major characteristics need to be present in the process 
of planning and organizing it. Consequently, the study argues that to the extent that the ESD elements are 
indeed present in the process of establishing an ESD program, the chances are that the program will take 
off or become successful. The process of drafting the Hamburg ESD masterplan provides an appropriate 
subject of study to support and illustrate this argument. 
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1.1. Research Question and Aim 
What are the essential elements that make a city-wide ESD initiative successful? 

The sub-questions are: 1) How does the Hamburg is Learning Sustainability Initiative work? 

           2) What are the processes, mechanisms and conditions that Hamburg used in drafting     
               the ESD masterplan 2030? 

                           3) What are the success factors? 

Through the above questions, the thesis research is interested in understanding how the HLN has been able 
to formulate a city-wide ESD plan that is on the cusp of implementation. The study wishes to gain insights 
into the essential elements, conditions, aspects that allow the HLN to do so.  

1.2. Structure of Thesis 
The following chapter provides the historical background of the city of Hamburg and introduces the HLN 
initiative. In chapter 3, through literature review, the concept of ESD, its essential characteristics and those 
of social learning are compared and discussed. Chapter 4 presents the conceptual framework based on social 
learning theory that was used for formulating the questionnaire administered to key persons involved in the 
HLN, and for the organization and analysis of the data gathered for assessing the HLN initiative. Chapter 5 
describes this study’s research approach. In chapter 6, the data and findings are presented. Chapter 7 presents 
the discussion. Lastly, chapter 8 offers summary and conclusion of the study. 
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2. The context of the study  
2.1. Hamburg 
Located on the banks of the river Elbe, Hamburg, German’s second largest city, has a population of almost 
1.8 million, and over 5 million people live in the metropolitan area (Ministry of environment, energy, 
climate and agriculture (BUKEA), 2016). Hamburg features many green spaces, forest and recreational 
areas, making up 16.5 per cent of the metropolitan area. Nature reserves and protected landscape cover 9 
and 19 per cent of the urban area respectively (Ibid.). The city has set ambitious climate protection goals, 
such as reducing CO2 emissions by 40 per cent by 2020 and by 80 per cent by 2050 (European Commission, 
2011). In 2016 it reported that CO2 emissions had been reduced by 2 million tons compared with 2007 
(BUKEA, 2016). Besides being a ‘green waterfront city,’ Hamburg is also an industrial city with Europe’s 
third largest port and Germany’s fifth largest airport (BUKEA, 2016; Port of Hamburg, n.d.). Hamburg is 
the economic and cultural center in Northern Germany with high living and housing standards (Leal Filho 
and Schwarz, 2008).  

In light of the sustainability issues, Hamburg, as a seaport city, faces many challenges. It is exposed to 
natural flooding threats and particularly vulnerable to climate change (Demaziere, 2020; UNESCO, 2019a). 
The city is also growing. It is forecasted that by the mid-2030s, up to 1.9 million people will be living there 
(BUKEA, 2016). This presents Hamburg with issues such as worsening air quality, noise, land use, carbon 
emissions and urban sprawl (BUKEA, 2016; Leal Filho and Schwarz, 2008). For these reasons, Hamburg 
has been among the first cities to educate its population about climate adaptation and mitigation (UNESCO, 
2019a).  

Many incidents demonstrate how Hamburg has been an early pioneer and an enthusiastic adopter of ESD, 
suggesting a strong commitment towards a sustainable future. Since 2007, Hamburg has a Climate Action 
Plan to reduce greenhouse gas emissions (Demaziere, 2020; UNESCO, 2019a). The city, for multiple years, 
hosted the European Fair on ESD (Gross, 2010; Leal Filho and Schwarz, 2008; RCE Network, n.d.). In 
2009, during the third European Fair on ESD, Hamburg also introduced the Regional Centre of Expertise 
(RCE), part of a global network that makes significant contributions to ESD implementation (Gross, 2010). 
Furthermore, in 2011, the city was named the European Green Capital (Demaziere, 2020; Gross, 2010; 
UNESCO, 2019a) – an honor seen as an incentive to continue its ambitious climate protection policies 
(Gross, 2010). At the country level, the National Action Plan Education for Sustainable Development (NAP 
ESD) was adopted in 2017, embedding ESD in the German Education system structure (ESD portal 
Germany, n.d.). This particular plan serves as a key starting point in the drafting process of the Hamburg 
ESD masterplan 2030, a plan commissioned by the ministry of environment, energy, climate and agriculture 
to integrate ESD into all the educational areas of the city. As early as 2006, Hamburg was the first German 
state to publish its own action plan for ESD and become the first German “city of the Decade,” due to the 
integrative efforts striving to implement ESD in the initiative Hamburg learns Sustainability (City of 
Hamburg, 2010). Furthermore, Hamburg is not only a city, but it is also a state (Leal Filho and Schwarz, 
2008; UNESCO, 2019a). This means that the city has autonomy over its education sector, thus enjoying 
flexibility in how it designs and runs educational programs and innovations including the 2030 ESD 
masterplan. (UNESCO, 2019a).  

2.2. The Hamburg Learns Sustainability (HLN) Initiative 
The HLN initiative was launched in 2005 to coincide with the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development (DESD) (2005-2014). It is a large-scale initiative that brings together a wide variety of over 
200 projects, activities, materials and green events in the city accessible to everybody. The initiative aims 
to integrate sustainability into all educational sectors and to transform the educational practice of the city 
(UNESCO, 2019a, 2019c), and until 2030 the focus will be on supporting the implementation of the 17 
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Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Göbel, 2019; HLN Portal, n.d.).  

The actors involved in the initiative include the Hamburg authorities, institutions, associations, companies, 
networks, experts and individuals active in educational work for SD (German Commission for UNESCO, 
2014; Göbel, 2019; HLN Portal, n.d.). In terms of the work to promote ESD, the HLN also holds an annual 
conference and monthly roundtables that bring together people and activities. Newsletters are published 
quarterly to inform about the ESD projects, activities, events happening within the initiative. One 
outstanding success of the program is the Hamburg climate protection center, Gut Karlshöhe, which offers 
activities on climate change and renewable energy, attracting over 65,000 people each year (UNESCO, 
2019a).  

Following the DESD, the Global Action Program (GAP) (2015-2019) was introduced to generate and scale 
up ESD actions in all education sectors (UNESCO, 2018). Within the GAP framework, for promoting ESD 
and encouraging more activities, the UNESCO-Japan Prize was established (UNESCO, 2019c). The 
Government of Japan funds the prize, consisting of 3 annual awards of USD 50,000 for each recipient, 
though starting from 2020, the prize is awarded biennially (UNESCO-Japan Prize, 2016). The prize is meant 
to reward outstanding ESD initiatives. The key criteria include transformation, integration and innovation 
(UNESCO, 2019c). 

In 2019, the HLN initiative was among the three winners of the prize. It is noted that the jury was impressed 
by the initiative’s holistic urban approach that calls for broad participation of diverse actors from the 
education sector in work contributing to the achievement of sustainability goals. Hamburg can serve as a 
model for cities that tackle sustainability challenges in a transformative way (HLN Portal, n.d.).  

One key contributor to Hamburg’s winning the prize is the Hamburg ESD masterplan 2030. The process of 
developing this plan implicated around 140 representatives from administration, non-governmental 
organizations and civil societies on behalf of the city’s Senate. The masterplan outlines the dimensions of 
sustainable development in all education sectors (early childhood education, school, vocational training, 
higher education, non-formal and informal education, and local districts) (Göbel, 2019; IAPCO, n.d.; 
UNESCO, 2019a). 
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3. Theoretical Background 
 
This chapter introduces the reader to the history of ESD. It discusses how ESD's concept came to exist, what 
ESD entails, and what constitute the essential characteristics of ESD. These essential characteristics are 
crucial for the analysis, as the study argues that for a successful ESD, these characteristics need to also be 
present in the process of organizing it. Without a proper process, we will not get a proper outcome. In 
addition, the chapter reviews the literature on social learning theory, specifically the elements that make for 
successful social learning. During the research on ESD, it was noted that the two concepts overlap and ESD 
can profit from social learning theory. Therefore, this chapter was extended to include social learning. 
Ultimately, the chapter aims to establish a connection between ESD's essential characteristics and those of 
social learning by arguing that one way of getting to ESD is by practicing the essential social learning 
components of ESD. 

3.1. Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 
To understand how ESD came into existence, or to understand ESD at all, it is inevitable that we need to 
also first understand the concept of Sustainable Development (SD), for the interpretation of SD will 
naturally yield implications for ESD (see, i.e., Landorf et al., 2008; Armstrong, 2011).  

The foundational concept of SD, as briefly mentioned in the introduction section, was described in the report 
Our Common Future by the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) as 
“…development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987). Also known as the Brundtland report, it called for a strategy, at 
local, regional, national and international levels, bringing together perspectives of socio-economic 
development and those of the environment. The concept posits that the sustainable form of development 
addresses the social, economic and environmental aspects of the development process simultaneously. 
Nevertheless, the concept of SD is contested with a wide range of interpretations (Giddings et al., 2002; 
Hopwood et al., 2005; Johnston et al., 2007). Two years after the release of the Brundtland report, already 
around 140 alternative definitions of SD were found (Johnston et al., 2007). The term SD and its meaning 
set out by the WCED have stirred up many debates. Robinson (2004), for instance, argued that the concept 
is too vague, permitting different claims of the implementation and measures to be made. Though, it is also 
argued that the term SD was left ambiguous to gain wide political acceptance (Daly, 1996; Giddings et al., 
2002; Middleton et al., 1993; Wackernagel and Rees, 1996), for the term sounds attractive enough that 
everyone can agree upon regardless of the interpretation (Pearce et al., 2006). How SD is defined and 
operated is likely to influence the content taught through ESD, as well as the way ESD will be taught, and 
the kind of competencies the learners will gain. Therefore, the underlying philosophy of SD seen through 
ESD must be critically attended to. 

The ESD concept was born in response to the need for education to address the global issues facing the 
planet. The traditional one-way delivery of knowledge was no longer adequate to drive responsible actions 
towards a sustainable future (UNESCO, 2018). It is argued that the growing environmental challenges 
require a transformative shift in the way we think and act; hence, to achieve this, new knowledge, skills, 
values and attitudes are needed (UNESCO, 2017, 2018).  

In 2002, the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (UNDESD) (2005-2014) 
was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly (UNESCO, 2009). The UNDESD aimed at 
integrating the principles and practices of SD into all aspects of education and learning while aligning 
changes in knowledge, values and attitudes with the vision of enabling a just and sustainable society for all 
(UNESCO, 2005, 2009, 2014a, 2017, 2018; van Ginkel, 2010).  
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Following the UNDESD, the Global Action Program on ESD (GAP) was launched at the UNESCO World 
Conference on ESD in Aichi-Nagoya, Japan, in 2014, with the purpose of generating and scaling-up ESD 
actions (UNESCO, 2014b, 2014d, 2017, 2018). Starting in 2020, a new global framework on ESD, ESD for 
2030, carries on the work in scaling up actions from the UNDESD and GAP (UNESCO, 2020a, 2020b). 
Nowadays, ESD is central to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. It is regarded as a cross-cutting 
means to pursue the achievement of all Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Agbedahin, 2019; 
Giannini, 2020; Leicht et al., 2018; UNESCO, 2014b, 2014c, 2017, 2019b; World Education Forum, 2015) 
ESD is mentioned in Target 4.7 of SDG 4, aiming to ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and 
skills necessary to promote SD (UNESCO, 2017, 2018). In the light of an unprecedented pandemic like the 
COVID-19, ESD may also be the key to preparing the world for future similar crises (Giannini, 2020). The 
coronavirus pandemic demonstrates the importance of the ability to respond rapidly to unexpected risks. 
Individuals and societies at large need to understand complexity, anticipate different scenarios, collaborate 
in finding the best solutions, and act quickly, all of which are the competencies ESD has promoted (Ibid.)  

In general, ESD is understood as an education that allows learners to gain knowledge, skills, attitudes and 
values to forge a sustainable society (UNESCO, 2011, 2018). ESD empowers learners to take up the 
responsibility, through informed decisions and actions, to create a sustainable society enjoyed by both 
present and future generations (UNESCO, 2002, 2005, 2014b, 2017). Among other things, this means ESD 
includes key SD content into teaching and learning. It requires participatory methods that motivate learners 
to take action toward SD (UNESCO, 2011). There are different ways ESD is conceptualized in terms of the 
content, pedagogy and skills it provides (Tilbury and Mulà, 2009; Wals and Kieft, 2010), and there is no 
one correct interpretation and use of ESD (Wals, 2009). ESD learning occurs in all types of spheres in 
society, covering all areas and levels of education (Tilbury, 2011; UNESCO, 2014b, 2018). 

Thus far, this thesis has explained how ESD became a global agenda and a driving force for achieving SD. 
In the following section, the theoretical foundation of this study will be established. The thesis will go 
deeper into the key characteristics of ESD and those of social learning principles.  

3.2. Essential Characteristics of ESD 
UNESCO (2007) identifies a list of eleven essential characteristics of ESD: 
 

1.      It is based on the principles and values of SD; 
2. It deals with the well-being of all three realms of sustainability (environment, society and 

economy); 
3. It promotes lifelong learning; 
4. It is locally relevant and culturally appropriate; 
5. It is based on local needs, perceptions and conditions, but acknowledges that fulfilling local needs 

has repercussions on a broader level; 
6. It engages formal, non-formal and informal education; 
7. It is open to the evolving nature of the sustainability concept; 
8. It addresses content, taking into account context, global issues and local priorities; 
9. It builds civil capacity for community-based decision-making, social tolerance, environmental 

stewardship, adaptable workforce and quality of life; 
10. It is interdisciplinary; 
11. It uses a variety of pedagogical techniques that promote participatory learning and higher order 

thinking skills (critical thinking, systemic thinking for co-creation learning).  
 
As with the concept of SD, ESD can mean different things to different people. Not only that ESD is 
influenced by the conceptualization of SD, how the education itself is defined also determines the 
interpretation of ESD. Some may view education in a conventional sense where the acquisition of 
knowledge takes place in school environment. Others may associate it with any enlightening experiences 
regardless whether they occur in the classroom. To the author, ESD is an education that empowers learners 
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to take responsible actions towards a sustainable future. It can vary in terms of teaching and learning 
approaches. ESD certainly is not limited to what happens in the classroom. It does not end when one 
graduates from school. It is a lifelong learning journey during which the ways we think and act are reoriented 
to forge a just and sustainable future, and not just for our own generation or species. Take a Fridays for 
Future movement as an example. What Greta Thunberg has been doing can be considered ESD. It does not 
have to be confined within the context of school, in fact, the movement involves students taking time off 
from school to demand political actions so that their future is insured. The movement started locally in 
Stockholm (FFF movement, n.d.), and has gained support and evolved into an international climate 
movement. It creates awareness and drives actions to collectively tackle the sustainability challenges. ESD 
calls for participation, learning through the integration of diverse ideas, perspectives, norms, beliefs and 
values. It covers all education areas, opening up countless learning opportunities across disciplines. This 
thesis, however, does not go into the various forms of ESD. Rather, it focuses on the essential characteristics 
of ESD. Therefore, the list of the key ESD characteristics, identified by UNESCO, is imperative to the 
present study in grounding the conceptual framework.  
 

3.3. Social Learning 
Just as there is no single outlook on what SD or ESD means, there are various interpretations of how social 
learning can be understood. The first development of the social learning theory was by Bandura during the 
1960s (Didham and Ofei-Manu, 2015), who explained human behavior and learning in terms of interaction 
among cognitive, behavioral and social influences (Bandura, 1977). Since then, many versions of the 
definition of social learning have occurred, and it became clear that there is no standard and consistent 
interpretation of it. As Parson and Clark (1995) put it, “the term social learning conceals great diversity. 
That many researchers describe the phenomena they are examining as ‘social learning’ does not necessarily 
indicate a common theoretical perspective, disciplinary heritage, or even language. Rather, the contributions 
employ the language, concepts, and research methods of a half-dozen major disciplines; they focus on 
individuals, groups, formal organizations, professional communities, or entire societies; they use different 
definitions of learning, of what it means for learning to be ‘social,’ and of theory” (p. 429). This study takes 
a stance in seeing social learning as “learning that takes place when divergent interests, norms, values and 
constructions of reality meet in an environment that is conducive to learning” (p.18) –a view commonly 
shared by the different scholars in Wals’ Social Learning towards a Sustainable World (2007). This study 
also shares Glasser’s (2007) view that as long as learning, by individuals or collectives, involves some form 
of input drawn from others, it is social learning.  

In trying to conceptualize the elements of social learning, specifically what constitutes successful social 
learning, the study draws from the work of Didham et al. (2017) as they identified two key aspects of social 
learning: 1) the enabling conditions of the community; and 2) the facilitating mechanisms of the social 
learning process. First, the enabling conditions of the community are the factors that allow for the setting of 
the learning community, creating a space conducive to learning where the members feel comfortable 
participating in the activities. Drawing from the work of Wenger (1998) and Hung and Chen (2001), Didham 
et al. identified five enabling conditions for social learning:  

1. Belonging: conceptualized by mutual engagement, alignment of community identity and reflexive 
exploration; 

2. Commonality: a shared goal and common interests; 
3. Situatedness: a concept of situated cognition, positing that when learning is embedded in relevant 

contexts, learners can gain both implicit and explicit knowledge; 
4. Infrastructure: promoting and facilitating participation and ensuring the continuation of the learning 

community; and 
5. Interdependence: unique skills and expertise shared with the group.  



 
 

9 

Second, the facilitating mechanisms of the social learning process support collective engagement and help 
the social learning process evolve into a continuous learning cycle (Didham et al., 2017). These mechanisms 
are based on Tilbury’s (2007) components of learning-based change for sustainability. They include the 
following.  

1. Systemic Thinking: a way of thinking based on a critical understanding of how complex systems function 
by considering the whole rather than the sum of the parts; 

2. Envisioning: a process that engages learners in creating and capturing a vision of the ideal future; 
3. Critical Thinking and Reflection: allowing the examination of the way we interpret the world and how 

our opinions, values, attitudes are shaped by those around us; 
4. Partnerships for Change: a network where responsibilities and learning can be shared, constituting a 

motivating force towards SD; and 
5. Participation: a process which goes beyond just consultation processes to involve people in joint planning, 

analysis and accountability of the decisions. 

In identifying these mechanisms, Didham et al. (2017) also acknowledged the similarities with Keen’s et 
al. (2005) five key strands of activity integral to an ecological approach to social learning:  

1. Reflection and Reflexivity: learning from reflection on ourselves and our relationship to others; 
2. Systems Orientation and System Thinking: focusing on processes, relationships and interactions, 

understood as a dynamic whole; 
3. Integration and Synthesis: bringing together and drawing strength from diverse perspectives, knowledge 

and experiences; 
4. Negotiation and Collaboration: working, through dialogues, to ensure that different interests can be 

addressed and taken into consideration; and 
5. Participation: inviting a diverse community into the learning process.  

The list of principles of social learning discussed in this chapter is not in any way exhaustive. This study 
chose the works from these scholars for they capture the key elements of social learning. In the following 
chapter, the conceptual framework will be developed, and each dimension discussed in greater detail. For 
the purpose of this chapter, the thesis seeks to first establish the connection between ESD and social 
learning. Therefore, in the following section, the similarities between the essential characteristics of ESD 
and key principles of social learning are discussed. 
 

3.4. ESD and Social Learning 
The key aspects of social learning and the essential characteristics of ESD share many similarities. Table 1 
shows a preliminary categorization of the aspects shared between the two concepts, drawing from the work 
of UNESCO (2007), Didham et al. (2017), and Tilbury (2007). In reality, especially for the aspects of social 
learning, it is impossible to make clear separations and still maintain the essential character (Dyball et al., 
2007). It is not in separation that each of the social learning principles function. They interact, combine, 
intertwine for social learning to take place. Keen’s et al. (2005) concept of five key strands of social learning, 
for instance, argues that these strands are braided, and they are braided in the sense that they interact and 
overlap. However, they each have an essential role on its own. As a consequence, what the study 
demonstrates in Table 1 primarily serves as guidelines for seeing the connection between the two concepts.  
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Table 1. The similarity between the essential characteristics of ESD and key principles of social learning. 
 

Essential Characteristics of ESD Key Aspects of Social Learning 
is based on the principles and values of SD Infrastructure 
deals with the well-being of all three realms of 
sustainability (environment, society and economy) 

Infrastructure 

promotes lifelong learning Envisioning 
is locally relevant and culturally appropriate Situatedness 
is based on local needs, perceptions and conditions, but 
acknowledges that fulfilling local needs has repercussions 
on a broader level 

Situatedness, System Thinking 

engages formal, non-formal and informal education Infrastructure 
is open to the evolving nature of the sustainability concept Critical Thinking and Reflection 
addresses content, taking into account context, global issues 
and local priorities 

Situatedness, System Thinking, 
Critical Thinking and Reflection 

builds civil capacity for community-based decision making, 
social tolerance, environmental stewardship, adaptable 
workforce and quality of life 

Belonging, Commonality, 
Infrastructure, Interdependence, 
Partnership, Participation 

is interdisciplinary Interdependence 
uses a variety of pedagogical techniques that promote 
participatory learning and higher-order thinking skills 
(critical thinking, systemic thinking for co-creation learning)  

Infrastructure, System Thinking, 
Critical Thinking and Reflection, 
Partnership, Participation 

 

Similarities between ESD’s essential characteristics and the principles of social learning are easily detected. 
As Fadeeva (2007, p.248) argued, it is "only possible to implement the idea of socially-relevant and 
culturally appropriate learning systems highlighted by DESD, when ideas of social learning are fully 
considered." An appropriate learning must consider social learning. For the learners to gain knowledge, 
skills, attitudes and values necessary to create a sustainable future, especially when the sustainability 
challenges are of complex nature, it is vital that divergent interests, norms, values and worldviews are 
allowed and encouraged. To deal with the multidimensional issues, one needs participation so inputs from 
stakeholders especially those who are affected and vulnerable can be taken into consideration; system 
thinking and integration so resources and skills can be shared and made use, reflection so ideas, 
perspectives, values, norms are evaluated. All of these are some of the key principles that social learning 
has advocated for 

Social learning is part and parcel of ESD. What ESD promotes would not be possible to achieve without 
social learning. Community-based decision making, interdisciplinarity, and participatory learning, as 
identified through ESD, for instance, cannot be achieved without social learning. In the following chapter, 
the thesis delves more into the different principles of social learning and constructs a frame of the key 
elements for successful social learning for promoting and establishing ESD. 
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4. Conceptual Framework 
 
Many scholars have argued in the support of social learning in promoting a societal shift towards 
sustainability (Glasser, 2007; Bradbury, 2007; Sterling, 2007; Fadeeva, 2007; Wals, 2007, 2011; Wals and 
Lenglet, 2016). Social learning, according to Wals (2011), is appealing in the context of sustainability for it 
contains:  

1) the value of difference and diversity, allowing dissonance and creativity;  
2) the importance of both reflection and reflexivity;  
3) the power of social cohesion and social capital; and  
4) the power of collaborative action.  

This study sees social learning as key element that contributes to the success of ESD and argues that in order 
for ESD to succeed, its social learning principles should also be practiced in the processes that lead to ESD 
implementation. Hence, to be specific, the focus of this study is to assess if and how well social learning 
principles are practiced in the drafting processes of the Hamburg ESD masterplan 2030. To do that, the 
present study constructs a conceptual framework, based on the principles of social learning, which will help 
to identify and examine those elements of the HLN initiative that are crucial in determining its success: 
namely that the 2030 Plan was produced and adopted. 

4.1. Social learning 
As examined earlier in the previous chapter (2.3, 2.4) the idea of social learning is very closely linked to the 
concept of ESD. The two concepts share common, overlapping and connected characteristics (see Table 1). 

The words describing these concepts and categories may differ, but the phenomena to which they refer are 
not that different. They are often either overlapping or even the same. For the sake of this study, they can 
be reduced to four dimensions that together determine the extent to which social learning is present, namely 
Community Belonging, System Integration, Reflection and Infrastructure or CSRI. The four main 
dimensions are the result of an attempt to distinguish one concept from the other. This is done for 
clarification purposes. However, it should be borne in mind that the nature of the dimensions is complex. 
Often, they interlace. In addition, each dimension serves as an umbrella for a number of sub-dimensions. 
The configuration of the four dimensions and associated sub-dimensions becomes the CSR-I framework, as 
depicted in Figure 1. 
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Fig. 1. Key components for successful social learning for promoting and establishing ESD. 

These key dimensions of social learning are then used in assessing the HLN case. As argued before, all 
(sub-)dimensions are intertwined and interrelated. Therefore, in any social learning situation they are likely 
to be present to a degree. Therefore, when viewing the Hamburg case through a social learning lens, one 
should not be looking for the presence or absence of these (sub-)dimensions, but one should determine the 
extent to which they are present, and the extent to which they reinforce or qualify each other. 

4.2. Key components for successful social learning for 
promoting and establishing ESD 
In this section, the four dimensions and their sub-dimensions are described and discussed. Relevant literature 
pertaining to each (sub-)dimension was reviewed and presented to establish a clear understanding of what 
each of them entails. Having a clear understanding of what these dimensions and sub-dimensions are about 
benefitted the interview questions formulation process, which then affected the way the data were collected, 
organized and interpreted. 
 

4.2.1. Community Belonging 
In a place or an environment where the community members feel comfortable to participate in the activities, 
where dialogue and criticism are allowed and welcomed, and members feel that they are part of the group, 
social learning is likely to thrive more than in a place that lacks such characteristics. Belonging is vital to 
the success of social learning. According to Wenger (1998), being included in what matters is a requirement 
for being engaged in a community’s practice, and engagement is also what defines belonging. For social 
learning practice to be successful, members should feel that they are part of the group and that their opinions 
matter. This section discusses three sub-dimensions of community belonging, namely: 1) participation; 2) 
commonality and envisioning and; 3) context. 
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Fig. 2. Key components for successful social learning: Community Belonging highlighted. 
 

4.2.1.1. Participation 
Participation is one of the most frequently discussed concepts when it comes to social learning (see e.g., 
Leeuwis and Pyburn, 2002; Keen et al., 2005; Dyball et al., 2007; Glasser, 2007; Sterling, 2007; Tilbury, 
2007; Masara, 2010; Wals and Lenglet, 2016). The term is commonly used in learning for sustainability 
policies and programs (Tilbury, 2007). Dyball et al. ( 2007) reviewed literature on participation in 
environmental management activities (see e.g., Arnstein, 2019; Chambers and Pretty, 1994; Cornwall, 1996; 
Parkes and Panelli, 2001; Pretty, 1995) and found that when diverse social actors engage in such activities, 
the outcome can range from coercion to co-learning. Coercion is of course when participation is the most 
restricted. Co-learning is when participants co-create, share and learn from each other; therefore, the level 
of participation is seen to be the highest. Glasser underlines this view by categorizing active social learning 
into three categories, reflecting increasing levels of participation taking place. The three categories are 1) 
hierarchical, based on predetermined, inflexible relationships between teachers and learners; 2) non-
hierarchical, based on two-way learning where each member is an expert who shares their knowledge and 
experience; and 3) co-learning, based on collaboration, trust, full participation and shared exploration 
(2007). It is clear that participation can take many forms and varies in terms of the intensity levels, and these 
variations determine the level of success of social learning. Nevertheless, it should be recognized that 
participation does not inevitably imply that social learning takes place (Reed et al., 2010). Tilbury has 
argued that participation aligned with sustainability “goes beyond mere consultation processes to involve 
people in joint analysis, planning and control decisions. In its ‘truest’ form it can be self-initiated and 
directed with participants having full control of the process, decision and outcomes” (2007, p.127). 
Furthermore, while one would hope to lean towards a co-learning end of the participation spectrum, Kelly 
(2001), as she reviewed the Australian rangeland management programs, found that different types of 
participation at different stages of the programs, depending on their learning and management objectives, 
are preferred. For instance, at a certain stage where decisions need to be made rapidly, hierarchical form of 
participation might be found more effective than the non-hierarchical one. 



 
 

14 

4.2.1.2. Commonality and Envisioning 
The success of social learning depends largely on the collective goals and visions shared by those engaged 
in the process (Wals, 2007). These collective goals and visions, if anything, capture the essence of the role 
commonality plays to the success of social learning. Commonality also includes common interests among 
a group of participants (Didham et al., 2017); a common set of genres, signs, tools, and speech acts, 
understood by members in the community (Hung and Chen, 2001). Hung and Chen, drawing on the work 
of Lave and Wenger (1991), also argue that it is important to have a valid reason for participants to work 
together in a way that makes sense to them - such as shared interests and problems that require collective 
effort (2001). Glasser’s opinions on factors that make for successful learning also highlight the commonality 
aspect of community belonging. He “posit[s] that the most successful forms of active social learning will 
result from non-coercive relationships that rest on building a common language, transparency, tolerance, 
mutual trust, collaboration, shared interests and, concern for the common good” (Glasser, 2007, p. 52-53).  

Nowadays, as Tilbury and Cooke (2005) have noted, we see more and more programs, activities, 
departments having incorporated the word ‘sustainability’ into their names, yet few have been designed to 
address social learning. A particular intention of the sustainability movement, argued Tilbury (2007), is 
“envisioning and negotiating change rather than ‘sustaining’ the status quo” (p.119). Envisioning is vital to 
social learning and the sustainability movement for many reasons. Loeber et al. (2007) argued that the 
concept of sustainable development needs to be elaborated in a way that people can act upon, where a 
balance is found between what is deemed desirable and what can be made possible. The initial step, in order 
to find such balance, is the “process that engages people in the conceiving and capturing a vision of their 
ideal future” —a definition of envisioning offered by Tilbury (2007, p.124). She also discussed the benefits 
of such a vital process: envisioning helps people to discover their possible and preferred futures, and to 
understand the underlined beliefs and assumptions of these visions. It helps establish a link between long 
term goals and immediate actions and offers direction for action. Furthermore, not any less significant, it 
helps people to see ‘sustainability’ as something that is directly relevant to their lives (Tilbury, 2007). 
Bandura (1977) argued that the ability to represent future events through mental images and symbols 
encourages people to act based on this forethought. For successful social learning, goals envisioning is 
deemed important.  

4.2.1.3. Context 
The third sub-dimension under Community Belonging deals with the value of context-specific learning. 
Social learning is an activity that can be greatly influenced by the context in which it takes place 
(Wildemeersch, 2007). For social learning to become successful, the ability of learners to make sense of the 
issues and find them contextually relevant and meaningful is of importance. When learning takes place and 
where meanings can be made sense in the contexts of application, participants would be able to pick up both 
explicit and implicit knowledge (Brown and Duguid, 1996). When the tasks involved are meaningful to the 
participants, the learning objectives become clear and the participants also would be able to situate the tasks 
in the larger context (Hung and Chen, 2001). Evidently, context is about how learners can situate themselves 
so that the task at hands becomes relevant and gives meaning to the learners. Context, however, does not 
limit itself only to physical space. It can also refer to issues, ideas, cultures, society or any other ways that 
learners can situate themselves. By being able to situate themselves as social (i.e. connected) and not isolated 
learners, learners are able to connect to both larger and smaller contexts.  

Through the evolution in education, Capra (2007) noted the shift from content knowledge to contextual 
knowledge. Nowadays, he argued, education for sustainability is not so much about transmitting the content 
of ecology but more about using the principles underlying ecological processes to help people respond to 
the sustainability challenge in the manners that are suitable in their contexts (Ibid). It is also argued (Tilbury, 
2007) that local or context-specific knowledge, if properly undertaken, can become part of the decision-
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making process to be used along with knowledge from other sources. With local knowledge, the solutions 
developed are relevant to the community instead of relying on specialists from outside. All in all, context is 
imperative to social learning for it allows people to not only understand the tasks at hands but also to 
understand themselves and the community in which they operate.  

4.2.2. System Integration 
In the previous section, the study discussed Community Belonging: what is essential to establish a 
community of learning where social learning would thrive. This section presents another key dimension of 
social learning, namely its systemic, integrative structure. Social learning is favorable when it occurs in 
multiple spaces and scales (Jiggins et al., 2007). Especially when the decisions made are affecting many 
people in the society, these same people or their representatives should be part of the decision-making 
process. When the decision-making process incorporates perspectives from the people who will be affected 
and not just a small group of people, the outcomes are likely to be more responsive to what larger numbers 
of people truly need or want. Yet, when social learning involves multiple elements across different levels 
(i.e. local, national, international), it will not be as successful without using the systemic and integrative 
feature to its advantages. Only through system integration resources, skills, knowledge, political power can 
be combined and used where needed. Therefore, the System Integration dimension comprises three sub-
dimensions: 1) partnership; 2) integration and; 3) system thinking. 

 

Fig. 3. Key components for successful social learning: System Integration highlighted. 
 

4.2.2.1. Partnership 
Partnership was identified as a critical component of sustainability at the Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit in 
1992. Agenda 21, a comprehensive plan of action resulting from the summit, stressed the importance of 
‘global partnership’ in achieving sustainable development (UNESCO, 1992). Partnership is also at the 
center of the UN Decade of ESD’s implementation plan. It is encouraged as a key component across 
different projects (Tilbury, 2007). It became clear how partnership can help achieve sustainability goals 
where effort from various parties are required. For social learning process, partnership needs to be 
maintained and enhanced for it is what enables social learning in the first place (Keen et al., 2005). In 
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Tilbury’s Learning based change for sustainability: perspectives and pathways (2007), she compiles a list 
of how participants can benefit from partnership and networking. Some of which include creating synergy 
in the work; combining resources, talents and fostering relationships to encourage mutual benefits; creating 
space for shared visions, ideas, strategies; motivating actions as mutual support is present; building 
expertise; breaking hierarchies and; strengthening ownership and commitment to sustainability actions. All 
of these benefits are very likely to contribute to the success of social learning, and, therefore, for promoting 
and establishing ESD. 

4.2.2.2. Integration 
The term integration, under circumstances, has become synonymous to concepts such as collaboration, 
cooperation, coordination, systems, synthesis, unity and holism (Dyball et al., 2007). When a group of 
people with different backgrounds and expertise come together, it becomes necessary for integration to take 
effect in order to create successful social learning. The idea of social learning without integration, 
collaboration, or coordination sounds paradoxical. Bradbury (2007) argued that social learning for 
sustainability requires an integration of different ways of knowing (whether they are ‘scientific’, 
‘experience’, or others) that is essentially interdisciplinary and involves various actors. Integration is needed 
to bring together different ways of thinking, different types of knowledge and experience and use them to 
their advantages (Dyball et al., 2007). Hung and Chen (2001) also offered similar thoughts through the 
concept of interdependency, which might as well be added to the list of the integration’s components. They 
argued that interdependency occurs when the community leverages the different demands of the members 
(ibid). Members interact according to their needs; hence, members can use each other’s skills and knowledge 
to reduce the weaknesses (Wenger, 1998; Hung and Chen, 2001). The goal, as Dyball et al. argued, is “not 
a single consensus…but a search for a rich tapestry that weaves together diverse ideas to reveal the nature 
of the complexity” (2007, p. 186).   

4.2.2.3. System Thinking 
System thinking is a way of thinking that is based on a critical understanding of how complex systems work 
by considering the whole rather than the sum of its parts (Tilbury, 2007). How the system behaves cannot 
be known by just knowing elements of which the system is made (Meadows, 2009). Knowing just the 
elements will not be enough when dealing with complex issues. Without system thinking, one runs the risk 
of facing unintended consequences. In a complex and ever-changing world, not thinking holistically may 
even cause more problems. System thinking allows us to understand parts; to consider and see the 
relationship among the different elements of the system (Sterling, 2004; Tilbury, 2007; Meadows, 2009). 
This allows us to recognize that there might be implications that were not foreseen, and by clearly 
identifying different parts of the system, it becomes possible to see points of disagreement (Dyball et al., 
2007). Because of its holistic and integrative approach, system thinking allows people to understand and 
manage complex situations. Therefore, it helps in making social learning a success. 
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4.2.3. Reflection 
As mentioned in the beginning of the chapter, drawing clear lines between all of the (sub-)dimensions is an 
impossible task, for the reality is that they intertwine with one another in complex ways. For instance, 
participation and partnership are closely related, and integration and system thinking undeniably overlap. 
Here, this point is stressed further as reflection is a component that should be incorporated into all stages of 
social learning processes. Reflection allows us to analyze our experiences, our thought processes, and alter 
our thinking to see and understand issues with a critical lens. Under reflection, four sub-dimensions are 
distinguished: 1) critical thinking, 2) diversity and conflict, 3) facilitation, and 4) self-efficacy. 

 

Fig. 4. Key components for successful social learning: Reflection highlighted. 
 

4.2.3.1. Critical Thinking 
When social learning is a process of iterative reflection (Dyball et al., 2007), critical thinking becomes 
necessary as it allows us to examine the way we interpret the world and how our thoughts are shaped by 
those around us (Tilbury, 2007). It reveals the ways in which our learning processes, actions and values can 
be influenced by institutional, political and cultural contexts (Harris and Deane, 2005; Alvesson and 
Sköldberg, 2018). The benefit of critical thinking goes beyond new and deeper understanding (Tilbury, 
2007; Dyball et al., 2007) to include identifying power relationships within the community (Tilbury, 2007), 
and empowering individuals to clarify whether they are making the appropriate choices as their thoughts 
and actions are made clear by which they are influenced (Tilbury and Wortman, 2004). Existing knowledge 
and problems require critical evaluation. A tradition, as Ison (2005) argued, runs the risk of becoming “a 
blind spot when it turns into practice that lacks any avenue for critical reflection” (p.26). For all the above 
reasons, critical thinking becomes a crucial component of successful social learning. Glasser (2007) has 
argued that co-learning, a term he defined as active social learning with the highest level of participation, 
builds capacity in critical reflection of existing knowledge.  

4.2.3.2. Diversity and Conflict 
A great variety of knowledge, values, expertise and experiences yield beneficial results in social learning as 
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they allow for different ideas, opinions, values across disciplines to be included in the process. It is argued 
that planners can increase the effectiveness of the programs by including diverse groups of stakeholders in 
the design and management process (Tilbury, 2007). Participants can learn and see issues from a new light 
reflected by those who hold different views. Certainly, a learning community can benefit from incorporating 
different voices of people in a process especially when they are to be directly impacted by the decisions 
made by the community. Nevertheless, when we have diverse points of view, disagreement and conflict can 
arise. While we often hold negative views towards conflict, seeing it as barrier to progress, I would argue 
in favor of viewing conflict as something that generates opportunities for learning, rather than something 
that prevents it. A joint enterprise, Wenger (1998) argues, does not necessarily mean agreement; mutual 
engagement does not require homogeneity; and disagreement can be viewed as a productive part of the 
enterprise. Many other scholars have expressed similar views on the  effects and opportunities of the 
conditions of conflict (see e.g., Brown et al., 1995; Dyball et al., 2007; Kibwika, 2007; Wals and Corcoran, 
2007). Conflict, according to Brown et al. (1995), is an inevitable part of change, a part of the process, and 
a step towards a solution. It is shared and also a matter for negotiation. Kibwika (2007) has pointed out that 
conflict becomes beneficial in social learning when it is turned into a shared challenge, and that the solutions 
are sought together. When conflict is viewed as an opportunity to learn, the community is one step closer to 
making social learning a fruitful one. 

4.2.3.3. Facilitation 
Being closely related to the concept of diversity and conflict, facilitation, has been identified as one of the 
key attributes in a social learning process (Leeuwis and Pyburn, 2002). It plays an important role in using 
conflicts as opportunities rather than barriers to social learning. In a shared integrated understanding, 
‘remedial action’ is required to reconcile the different interpretations (Dyball et al., 2007). Adequate 
facilitation helps create balances of social learning within the system (Wildemeersch, 2007; Bradbury, 
2007). Social learning is more likely to become successful if it comprises skillful facilitation, which can be 
organized by agents that function within the system or by external agents who work as formal facilitators 
(Wildemeersch, 2007).    

4.2.3.4. Self-Efficacy 
Self-efficacy is defined as a person’s perception of their ability to perform specific behaviors, achieve a goal 
or influence a situation (McGregor, 2007). In the context of sustainable behaviors, McGregor argues that 
once people have been exposed to new behavior, they feel motivated to show that they have learned it 
(2007). Self-efficacy also influences what people will try to achieve, because it includes their confidence in 
their ability to successfully perform a specific type of action (ibid). Self-efficacy is clearly an important 
concept in social learning as it calls for self-confidence and personal aspiration, among others. People need 
internal reinforcement to find inner power and voices to achieve a long-term difference (McGregor, 2009). 
The study pays a particular attention to self-efficacy and personal aspiration, for they support the argument 
(Bradbury, 2007) that the more individuals can connect their social aspirations for sustainability to the work 
at hand, the more sustainable the work will be.  

4.2.4. Infrastructure 
Infrastructure is crucial in promoting and establishing ESD. For a successful social learning program, the 
supporting infrastructure, where participants are clear as to the process of engaging in any activity, is needed 
(Hung and Chen, 2001). Infrastructure facilitates participation and ensures accountability for the long-term 
communities of practice (Didham et al., 2017). In defining the sub-dimensions of infrastructure, this study 
draws from Bielaczyc (2006) who studied how to create learning environments with technology in a 
classroom setting. Though the present study does not immediately deal with learning technology in a 
classroom setting as such, Bielaczy’s 'social infrastructure framework' may be useful applied for assessing 
a case such as Hamburg one. In addition, the in the study uses Wenger's infrastructure of engagement (1998) 
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to give more explicit details on how one of the sub-dimensions can and should be evaluated. Hence, from 
the work of Bielaczyc (2006) and Wenger (1998), this study identified three essential sub-dimensions under 
infrastructure as follows.  

 

Fig. 5. Key components for successful social learning: Infrastructure highlighted. 
 

4.2.4.1. Cultural Beliefs 
Cultural beliefs are ideas and mindsets that are shaping the way of life of the classroom (Bielaczyc, 2006), 
which, in this study, is  the way of life of the members of each working group. The way of life is influenced 
by cultural beliefs, norms, and values, and affects how the learning process evolves. For instance, if the 
working group members adhere to strict rules, where everything is done by the book, the learning process 
will be less likely to benefit from creativity, innovation, and other inputs that require outside-the-box 
thinking. Though cultural beliefs cover a broad range of issues, the present study looked specifically at how 
ESD was viewed by the members. Such views and attitudes towards ESD influence how the social learning 
process for promoting and establishing ESD is being shaped. 

4.2.4.2. Practices 
The practices sub-dimension, as Bielaczyc (2006) describes, refers to the ways in which teachers and 
students engage. To make it applicable to the HLN case, teachers and students can be translated to 
participants in the social learning process. Wenger’s (1998) three components of the infrastructure of 
engagement (1998) provide a useful frame to analyze the HLN in terms of ‘ways of engagement. They 
comprise: 

1) Mutuality: interactive spaces, technology, facilities that enhance mutual access in time and space; joint 
tasks; means of belonging in different degrees, peripheral participation, casual encounters, open houses.  

2) Competence: activities and occasions where skills and knowledgeability can be exercised, tasks that 
engage energy and creativity; opportunities for evaluation; artifacts, discourses, terms, concepts that support 
competence.  



 
 

20 

3) Continuity: stored information, documentation and tracking; and participative memory, generational 
encounters, apprenticeship systems, storytelling.  

As far as these components are concerned, Bielaczyc and Collins (1999) also argue that the community 
should be organized in such a way that students are dependent on other students’ contributions in some way. 
In a similar way, the process for promoting and establishing ESD can benefit when the members feel that 
their contributions are valued and that they are valued. The level of engagement, the sense of autonomy and 
the ability to transfer what was learned to other contexts are also some of the implications resulting from 
how activities/processes are practiced. (Bielaczyc, 2006).  

4.2.4.3. Interaction with the Outside 
This sub-dimension (Bielaczyc,2006) refers to the ways students interact with people outside of their 
immediate classroom context. Interacting with the people outside the community can broaden the scope of 
resources available for learning, influence student motivation and the ability to communicate with. This 
study adopts this sub-dimension for assessing how and to what extent the working group members 
themselves carry out the work of promoting the HLN's ESD related activities as compared to people external 
to the initiative.  

For the subsequent chapters, the CSR-I framework developed serves the following three functions. First, it 
helps to formulate the questions that were posed to the Key Informants (KI) during the interviews. Second, 
it helps to structure the organization and presentation of the data. Third, in the study’s conclusion, it helps 
to highlight the ways in which the Hamburg case can be viewed through the lens of the CSR-I and the extent 
to which it holds lessons for ESD initiatives elsewhere. 
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5. Research Approach 
 

In obtaining insights from the HLN, the research takes a qualitative, exploratory case study approach. Thus 
far, literature review has been conducted to establish theoretical background on ESD and social learning, 
and to construct a conceptual framework to assess the HLN case. This chapter discusses the case study 
approach and the two qualitative research techniques used in acquiring data: 1) individual semi-structured 
interviews with key informants and 2) document analysis. The chapter touches on both the description of 
the case study approach and the research techniques as well as their applications to the case. The 
combination of these techniques allows obtaining a more profound and detailed understanding and 
appreciation of the HLN case. Finally, the chapter explains the data familiarization and analysis process.  

5.1. The Case Study Approach 
The case study research approach has been used in various research fields (Schwandt and Gates, 2018). It 
is one of the most common approaches to acquiring data for social science research (Thomas, 2011). 
According to Cresswell (2007, p.73), a case study is an approach in which the researcher "explores a 
bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data 
collection involving multiple sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, audiovisual material, 
and documents and reports)” and the researcher then reports a case description and the themes. It does not 
require any specific methods; hence, giving flexibility for the researcher to determine the appropriate 
methods in a given context (Yin, 2014; Ramon, 2009). The case study approach allows the researcher to 
gain insights into complex social phenomena (Yin, 2014). The present study adopts the case study approach 
to explore and understand HLN’s context and the underlying processes. It allows to discover and highlight 
certain aspects, features and conditions that appear to be significant in explaining why the HLN may be 
'successful,' and to what extent.  

5.2. Individual Interviews with Key Informants 
5.2.1. What are Key Informants?  

According to Cossham and Johanson (2019), most definitions of key informants focus on knowledgeability 
and the willingness to share information. This study refers to key informants as knowledgeable individuals 
who, as a function of their personal skills or position within society (Marshall, 1996), are expected to have 
and are willing to provide insider information or knowledge on a research phenomenon or situation 
(Aguilera and Amuchastegui, 2014; Bernard, 2018; Gilchrist and Williams, 1999; Marshall, 1996; O’Leary, 
2017; Schutt, 2012) that the researchers themselves lack and could not obtain otherwise (Cossham and 
Johanson, 2019). 

5.2.2. Participants of this study  
To gain insights into the conditions and features essential for making the HLN a 'success,' particularly in 
creating the Hamburg ESD masterplan 2030, ten to fifteen key informants were identified. They were 
mainly the two chairpersons of each of the six working groups that work on the plan: early childhood 
education, school education, vocational education, higher education, non-formal and informal education, 
and local districts. The key informants interviewed did not constitute a random sample. They resulted from 
a purposeful selection from among those who were or are intimately involved in formulating and proposing 
the plan. Because of their leading role within the six working groups, it was assumed that they would likely 
be better informed about the entire planning process. 

5.2.3. The Interviews  
The interview method is one of the key data gathering methods in qualitative research (Legard et al., 2003), 
used to explore perspectives, experiences, beliefs, attitudes, values and/or motivations of individuals on 
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particular issues (Gill et al., 2008). For the present study, individual semi-structured interviews were 
undertaken. The study employed the developed conceptual CSR-I frame to formulate questions for the 
interviews. For instance, under the theme of diversity, the question was “what are some of the background/ 
area of expertise/ institutions the members in your working group represent?” To gauge the level of 
integration, the study asked “how much interaction took place among the different working groups?” Apart 
from including key guiding questions concerning the areas or themes to be explored, this type of interview 
also allows the interviewer as well as the interviewee to diverge to ideas or topics in more details (Barriball 
and While, 1994; Gill et al., 2008). The interview questions were formulated in a way that allowed and 
encouraged the interviewees to answer freely to also open up for many possible responses that would 
otherwise be prevented if, for instance, the KIs were asked to choose among the pre-determined answers. 
Questions such as “Can you describe a typical day working together on the masterplan?” “Can you briefly 
describe the master plan?” were used to start the conversation. Follow-up questions to gain a deeper 
understanding of what the respondents meant to get across were determined by their responses. The 
sequence of the questions was not fixed. Depending on the flow of the conversations, the questions were 
asked in differing sequence. This allowed the topic to be covered in the order that suited the interviewee the 
most. In such a way, the responses could be probed and explored more thoroughly, and the researcher could 
be more responsive to the topics raised by the interviewee (Legard et al., 2003). 

A total of eight interviews (2 females, 6 males) were conducted, each with a duration ranging from 90-120 
minutes. The purpose of the questions was not to arrive at data that could be statistically manipulated. The 
questions served to find out how the KIs felt and thought about the CSR-I elements. The questions were to 
elicit the KIs’ thinking about those elements, and to try to get as much qualitative information from them. 
The importance of each of these elements in the whole process, how strongly they were present, were then 
interpreted using both data from the KI interviews and the documents.  

This study also remained open to the possibility that the statements by KIs or in the documents were not 
necessarily covered by the conceptual CSR-I frame. The interviewees were informed about the interview's 
length and the anonymity of their responses used in the thesis research (Whiting LS, 2008). All the 
interviews were conducted face-to-face, nevertheless, through online platforms. Due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, the scheduled in-person interviews in Hamburg could not take place.   

5.2.4. Transcription Process 
In research that employs language data, the usual practice involves audio or video recording followed by 
verbatim transcription, coding and analysis (Psathas and Anderson, 1990). The transcription is an integral 
process in the analysis of language data and is widely used in research across disciplines (Lapadat and 
Lindsay, 1999). It allows for further in-depth analysis of the content discussed in the interviews (Legard et 
al., 2003). For the present research, to capture the natural form and the fullness of interview data, the 
interviews were audio recorded. All key informants were interviewed in English, except for one occasion 
when the interview was done with a German-English interpreter's assistance. The audio-recorded data 
were transcribed word by word. Though it is a time-consuming practice, the study produced full 
transcriptions of each interview. Without such transcriptions, the research would have run the risk of 
having unreliable data based on recollection, as memory can be flawed and selective (Stuckey, 2014). 

5.3. Document Analysis 
5.3.1. What is a Document Analysis? 

Document analysis is typically performed in combination with other qualitative research methods (Bowen, 
2009), a process Denzin (1978, p.291) referred to as 'triangulation' where multiple methods are used in 
examining the same phenomenon. The present research chose to couple this method with the interviews to 
provide supplementary research data and serve as sources for data validation and convergence (Bowen, 
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2009). Document analysis also provides a way to track changes and development (Ibid). In this study, for 
instance, the NAP and the Hamburg ESD masterplan can be assessed to understand how and to what extent 
the HLN has adopted the national framework to the context of Hamburg. 

5.3.2. The Present Study 
For the present study, the sources for the documentary analysis included the Germany’s National Action 
Plan (NAP) for ESD, the Hamburg ESD masterplan 2030, the application form for the UNESCO-Japan 
prize, brochures, newsletters and online articles from and about the HLN initiative. These documents 
provide information on the context of the case, the history of HLN, stakeholders, and activities within the 
initiative. Data are in the form of excerpts, quotations, passages, which are then organized into themes and 
categories (Labuschagne, 1996). In particular, the data surrounding the HLN case were reviewed and 
evaluated to see whether and how the dimensions and sub-dimensions presented in the previous chapter 
were manifest. The information gained from this method also served as a basis for developing interview 
questions.  

5.4. Data Analysis 
This study follows Schutt (2019, p.730) who identified five different data analysis steps shared by most 
qualitative analysis approaches. They are: 

1. Documentation of the data and data collection  
2. Organization and categorization of the data into concepts  
3. Examination and display of relationships between concepts  
4. Corroboration and legitimization of conclusions 
5. Reflection on the researcher’s role   

Accordingly, all data were gathered both from document study and transcribed interviews. In organizing 
and categorizing transcribed texts, each transcription was summarized first, making certain that all the key 
concepts in the responses to every question were included. Next, all summaries were compiled into one set 
using different colored texts to keep track of the data sources. In this document, the responses from each 
key informant to the same question were grouped together. Thereafter, going through the whole document, 
sentence by sentence, the data were categorized according to the conceptual framework developed for this 
study: the CSR-I (community belonging, system integration, reflection and infrastructure). There were also 
times when one response from the key informant touched on multiple themes. These responses were noted 
separately without breaking down the content, lest the study fail to maintain the accuracy and precision of 
the data. The data from the document study underwent a similar analytical treatment. Relevant themes and 
concepts present in each source were detected and categorized using the same framework as applied to the 
interview texts. The four dimensions of the CSR-I frame were also used in the data presentation.  

Within the process of data analysis, data from the two methods were evaluated to check the validity and 
authenticity of the information. For instance, the interviews were cross-checked with the interviews with 
other KIs and various document sources to make certain that the information was accurate. It is crucial to 
carefully examine the evidence on which conclusions are based (Schutt, 2019). The quotes selected and 
presented in the following chapter are the most representative of each topic. Lastly, the interpretations of 
the data were produced to answer the research questions.  

  



 
 

24 

6. Data and Findings 
6.1. The HLN and the Masterplan Drafting Process 
Before presenting the findings on the essential elements that make a city-wide ESD initiative successful, 
the chapter begins with answering the first two sub-questions of the thesis which are as follows. 

1) How does the HLN Initiative work? 

2) What are the processes, mechanisms and conditions that Hamburg used in drafting the ESD masterplan 
2030? 

Taking up from what was already introduced concerning the HLN in the background chapter, this section 
focuses on how the HLN work in the process of creating the masterplan. Drawing from documents, 
specifically the masterplan itself and the quarterly newsletters, which then reaffirmed by the interviews with 
the KIs, Table 2 presents the timeline of events as related to the masterplan drafting process. (See Annex A. 
for full detail and document sources.) 

Table 2 The Timeline of events concerning the drafting of the Hamburg ESD masterplan 2030 

Dates Events 
2005 HLN launched by the Hamburg Senate to support UN DESD 
 Activities:  Hamburg Action Plan DESD/ Annual Conference/ Monthly Meetings/ 

Publication series/ Quarterly newsletter/ Website with database 
September 2015 The 1st World Action Program (WAP) Conference (which is how GAP is referred to 

by the HLN): WAP for Hamburg, discussed implementation options for WAP 
September 2016 The Senate commissioned HLN to create the Hamburg ESD masterplan 2030 

November 2016 The 2nd WAP Conference: Workshop on the 5th priority of the GAP roadmap 
(accelerating sustainable solutions at local level), yielding concrete contributions to 
the planned ESD masterplan 

May 2017 Six working groups set up (early childhood, school, vocational training, higher 
education, non-formal and informal education and the districts) 

June 2017 The Federal Ministry of Education published a National Action Plan (NAP) 
“Education for Sustainable Development,” which served as a basis for the Hamburg 
ESD masterplan 

November 2017 The 3rd WAP Conference: Focus on ESD masterplan; after checking the 
transferability of NAP to the context of Hamburg, fields of action and goals were 
presented and discussed 

November 
2018 

The 4th WAP Conference: First draft of the masterplan available, consisting of over 
100 measures;  
Fields of action, goals, and measures were discussed; opportunities for the members 
to submit the proposed measures, to get to know and discuss the “other” areas of 
education  

March 2019 The Hamburg ESD masterplan was taking shape; final round; to be decided in 2019 
and implemented from 2020 

November 2019 The HLN won the UNESCO-Japan Prize 
End of 2019 Due to political factors (the plan’s approval needed to wait for the Hamburg State 

Election to take place) together with the COVID-19 pandemic, relevant actions were 
delayed 

January 2020 The 5th WAP Conference: Highest attendance ever; participants expressed 
confidence that the plan will be approved and implemented 

February 2020 The Hamburg State Election: A coalition of the Social Democrat party and the 
Greens was formed 



 
 

25 

July 2020 The coalition partners agreed that the Hamburg ESD masterplan 2030 be 
implemented “with high priority” 

 

The data demonstrates that the HLN, as with the masterplan, was established by governmental mandate in 
response to the UNESCO framework, DESD and ESD. Annual conferences, monthly round table meetings, 
collecting all ESD projects in Hamburg and publishing them are some of the activities done by the HLN 
with the main purpose of bringing all the ESD stakeholders together. The HLN does not label itself as a 
club or organization. Rather, it is “an opportunity offered by the City of Hamburg,” as one KI described it, 
so people can come to discuss ESD, SD issues in conferences, meetings, workshops offered. The HLN is a 
network of ESD stakeholders in Hamburg: where the official members of the board are representatives of 
different Ministries, including, for instance, Ministry of Education, Ministry of Environment, Energy, 
Climate and Agriculture, Ministry of Social Affairs, and Ministry of Science and Research. NGOs and 
people from civil society also participated.  

In 2016, as the data from the documents shows, the Hamburg Senate commissioned the HLN to develop the 
Hamburg strategy of ESD. Within the network, over 100 stakeholders participated in the process to develop 
this strategy in the span of 2 years, starting officially in 2017. The stakeholders are from all sectors of 
education: early childhood, school, vocational training, higher education, non-formal and informal 
education, and the districts. Interviews with KIs clarify that the districts might not be considered as an 
educational area by others, but Hamburg recognizes that there are many educational activities outside the 
curriculum happening in local communities, hence, the districts is also added as one area. The six working 
groups were established according to these areas. The interviews also demonstrate that the KIs recognized 
the need and found it important to bring inputs from people across sectors: governmental authorities, NGOs, 
companies, civil society. Each working group has two leaders. One is from public authorities or the 
ministries and another is from NGOs/ civil society.  

Table 3 displays the number of members in each working group. The numbers identified by KI are smaller 
than the official record, which can be explained by the nature of the work. Drafting this masterplan was a 
voluntary process, as one KI mentioned, for practical reasons, “only a few of [the people who are interested] 
are really the core working group and are really doing the work.”  

Table 3 The number of members in each working group. 

Group Number of participants Number as 
identified by KI 

Early childhood 31 No data 
School 16 12 
Vocational training 10 10 
Higher education 23 14-20 
Non-formal and informal education 52 40-50 
Districts 10 7-8 
In total 142 - 

 

In the HLN case, it was through the interviews that the data about how the participants worked during the 
drafting process were collected. The data show that each group worked autonomously. The structure of the 
plan was provided but each group was free to decide how they wanted to work, and what they wanted to 
include in the masterplan. After one year in November 2017, they discussed during the annual conference 
(the 3rd WAP Conference) what had been generated from each working group. Also, more stakeholders were 
invited to join. This opened up opportunities for people interested to take part in creating the masterplan. At 
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the 4th WAP Conference in November 2018, the draft was completed. Fields of action, goals and measures 
were discussed. Unlike the first three WAP conferences that were open to the public, only those who were 
active in drafting the masterplan were invited. The 4th WAP Conference offered the opportunity, for the first 
time, for the members to submit the proposed measures, to get to know the proposals from other working 
groups, to exchange insights and to discuss the other areas of education. Information from the interviews 
about what took place during which conferences was verified by document analysis.  

The masterplan was completed in 2019. However, the plan is still waiting for approval from the parliament. 
The delay is due to the fact that the plan needed to wait for the result of the state elections, which took place 
in February 2020. The masterplan could not be put forward before the new government was formed for fear 
that what was approved by the previous government could be cancelled by the new one. The novel 
coronavirus pandemic also contributed to the delay and is likely to affect how much money will be allocated 
to implement the measures in the plan, once parliament has approved the plan.  

During The 5th WAP Conference, the KIs and relevant documents reported a large turnout. One KI remarked 
that “there were as many people as never before. Or at least I felt like it. And you can almost take this as an 
indicator that the interest of education for sustainable development has grown after this process, or the 
interest in engaging and being active, as a matter of fact.” Participants in the conference expressed 
confidence in the plan’s parliamentary approval. At the moment of writing, the coalition of the two parties, 
the Social Democrats and the Greens, have agreed to place a high priority on the plan’s implementation. 

6.2. The Drafting Process through the CSR-I Framework 
In this section the CSR-I framework is used for revealing the main characteristics of the process of drafting 
the ESD masterplan 2030. The findings resulting from the interviews and documentation are organized into 
four dimensions: Community Belonging, System Integration, Reflection and Infrastructure. This is due to 
the complex nature of the KIs' responses; they refer to many social learning conditions simultaneously. 
Their answers are situated at different levels of abstraction. In some instances, the KIs talked about specific 
issues. In others, they spoke more broadly. The level of detail of information varies greatly both between 
the KIs responses and within the responses of each KI. Hence, to make sense of the information obtained, 
the sections are divided, as stated. Also, since the data were organized and interpreted at the same time, I 
find it logical to present both the findings and the analysis simultaneously. Presenting them separately would 
entail too much repetition. In addition, the study also identifies some key factors that contributed to the 
success of the initiative, which the dimensions under the CSR-I framework did not cover.  

6.2.1. Community Belonging  
 

Brief reminder, social learning can be greatly 
influenced by the context in which it takes place 
(Wildemeersch, 2007). How learners can situate 
themselves so that the task becomes relevant and 
meaningful to them is essentially at the heart of the 
sub-dimension context. Through data from both the 
interviews and the documents, it is evident how this 
sub-dimension is firmly present in how the HLN 
approaches ESD. In drafting the masterplan, the first 
step in all the working groups was to put into context 

what the NAP means to Hamburg and each specific education area, as one KI explained:  

“The idea of Hamburg was to take this national master plan and see how the measures and goals could be 
adapted to the context of Hamburg.”  
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An example of how this took place at the initial step of the drafting process reads: 

"we went through with the goals that they had described [in the NAP] and asked okay, how does this fit for 
Hamburg, or how can we relate Hamburg level to these issues. Do we want to relate at the Hamburg level 
to these issues? So, there had been some points of the national plan that we said okay it's not quite clear 
what's meant by that. And you should really work out more on that topic so don't have any clear measures 
for that rather said okay we need to take more action on first really understanding this action.” 

This demonstrates the process of trying to make what is in the NAP relatable and, therefore, meaningful to 
the context of Hamburg. It is also evident that context-based learning is incorporated as we observe the 
myriad of ESD activities compiled through the HLN network.  

Context, however, refers not only to the physical space of the city of Hamburg. It also includes the specificity 
of the education areas themselves."…because of the fact that there are different areas of education like early 
childhood education, as well as informal learning as well as higher education institutions. It's like a huge 
field to be addressed. And of course, they are particular interests. So, the context always is really, really 
important to consider." 

Information from the newsletters and on the HLN website, divided into separate sections, also shows the 
recognition of context at the different levels: local, national and global. They inform readers of ESD related 
activities, news, resources happening across communities. This speaks true to the essential element of ESD 
itself, recognizing that the local actions can have global repercussions. 

The next sub-dimension is participation. It is one of the most discussed concepts in social learning, and 
can take many forms. Its level of intensity can also vary. The outcomes of participation can range from 
coercion to co-learning (Dyball et al., 2007). In the HLN case, the concept that came up the most when 
discussing participation is the autonomy in the operations of the working groups. Whether or not the 
autonomy in the HLN can be or should be equated to co-learning is subject to further analysis. However, 
valuing the freedom in the way one works certainly places the HLN further away from the coercion end of 
the participation scale.  

Due to each education area's different contexts, each working group appreciated having the freedom to 
navigate how they approach the drafting process. The autonomy plays an essential role in the plan's 
completion. 

“as we related to the national action plan that gave kind of the structure that we referred to, and that not 
all of the working groups worked in the same way so that was kind of autonomy for the working groups to 
design the process how they think it would be most appropriate. And I really appreciated that. And I really 
think that it's necessary.” 

The working groups worked independently. In the words of one KI, there is “no censorship or whatever. 
So, [we] could do whatever [we] want and organized by the two leaders of every working group.” The way 
the HLN worked in this process is captured accurately by what Meadows' Thinking in Systems described a 
highly functional system. In such system, Meadows explained, "hierarchy must balance the welfare, 
freedoms, and responsibilities of the subsystems and total system—there must be enough control to achieve 
coordination toward the large-system goal, and enough autonomy to keep all subsystems flourishing, 
functioning, and self-organizing" (Meadows, 2009, p.85).  

Despite the scope of this study, the data touched only slightly on hierarchy. If anything, the whole idea of 
the HLN is the opposite of hierarchy. As one KI stated, there was “no hierarchy within the group, totally 
equal, even [the leaders of the working group], we, our voice was just one voice.” The leaders' role can be 
defined as a non-hierarchical leadership; nevertheless, there is a hint of hierarchy as the leaders comprise 
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the steering committee, who are then responsible for supervising and facilitating the work. Not to mention, 
that the Hamburg Senate commissioned the masterplan; therefore, within the process, the hierarchical power 
relation is sporadically at play. As stated by one of the KIs, "we always had to bring the ideas of the ministers 
of the discussion points to the steering committee, to our working group. So, just to explain why we do 
things, how we do it, so it was not always our idea. We always had to bring the discussion points of the 
ministry into our action, to our plan. [...]we had to explain to our stakeholders why we did that why we did 
this. So just to make it as transparent as possible." The HLN has been able to maintain the balance between 
hierarchy and autonomy. The subsystems, or the six working groups, operated under some controls from 
entities at higher level but at the same time were able to function as they saw fit.  

The group autonomy also means that the frequency of meetings and the activities vary from one group to 
another. Generally, the working group met 4 to 5 times a year. The meetings were not regularly scheduled, 
as one KI explained: 

"Okay, we are going to work that out we're going to think that through we are going to prepare something, 
and then the time is right to meet again with a working group, talk about the progress, and talk about the 
ideas that are here." 

As for the working ambiance, here are some of the terms used by the KIs: 

"We always work very concentrated and engaged, committed." "We were really intense in the program, and 
working was a really hard process." "We're most of the time discussing and it was a constructive 
atmosphere." In general, they perceived their working environment to be open, friendly, and “an absolute 
positive working atmosphere.” One KI remarked, “I don't have the impression that somebody hasn't the 
chance to tell what they want.” 

In terms of the commonality and envisioning sub-dimension, in the HLN case, visions and goals are 
established and shared. The collective goals and visions shared by the participants in the social learning 
process, as Wals (2007) argues, yield significant implication for the success of the process. In the HLN, one 
KI explained, "all of us, we see the necessity of transforming the education system to society; we need a 
transformation." As another KI explained, “the change should not only be just the projects, it should also 
be structural changes, change the education system.” They aimed to accomplish this through the 
masterplan: to realize SD and strengthen the thinking about SD in each education area they were working 
on.  

One KI gave an example of what was aimed to be achieved through the course of the plan. Right now, the 
KI said, “there are a lot of good teachers. We have 20,000 teachers in Hamburg, let’s say. And, there are 
a few very good teachers and they do already ESD with their children, with their students. But they always 
have to explain to their colleagues why. It's an extra work. They're motivated, they want to do this, but they 
have to explain it to their colleagues. Our idea is that in 10 years, it's the other way around. So, all the 
teachers that don't do ESD, they have to explain why not.” 

The wish to create the masterplan also reflects the vision of the Hamburg Senate. With the vision to 
transform the education in Hamburg towards ESD, the masterplan was drafted. When the masterplan's goal 
is to serve this purpose—especially when the goal of the plan is aligned with the goal of the HLN itself, the 
work then has direction and is strengthened by the resources the HLN can provide. With clear goals, 
interested other parties and individuals can also be attracted to work towards them. 

Besides the common goal, the group shared interests in the topic of SD, as one KI explained: 

“In general, it's really given interest on the topic of sustainable development and trying to find your official 
implementations of that topic into the political process. So, everyone who's engaged, that really believes 
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connected to the sustainability topic in one or another way. And I also think that it can be considered as a 
joint value to really deliberate on this and to really try to find a way together how to address this topic.” 
Another KI made a similar point, “I never had the feeling that a person who was part of the group said, 
why are you here? You're not really related to this topic. Never. Not a single person.” 

As a group, the interests in SD were shared. The extent to which and the focus, however, can be 
distinguished. For instance, “members of the green party push the issues of sustainability; schools and 
universities have a top-down approach [and]; NGOs want political actions.” Nonetheless, despite the 
differences, the members of the working group were “all willing, they all wanted to push it, to improve the 
situation for ESD.” 

Thus far, the findings demonstrate that participation, commonality and envisioning, and context are indeed 
present in the HLN case. However, there are also limitations to these conditions. As mentioned earlier, the 
4th WAP was only open to the members. One KI explained:  

"At that time, we decided not to. We didn't want new members for the working groups. [When] you have 
new members, you always have to explain from the beginning and so, not to disturb the working process, 
we said after the second year now the working groups are closed." 

There is the extent to which participation can take place. In reality, at a certain point, there has to be a stop 
on recruiting new participants and on the process itself, so that the work can be completed. Another example 
of a similar incident where limits are put onto the participation process can be seen during the drafting of 
the plan. As one KI described: 

 "We continue working on this paper. If you are new, yes you can bring in new ideas, but this is our result. 
And we will not change it all. We will continue working on it because if we start anew every time, then we 
will not succeed. And have no result." One KI also reported that “sometimes, we [the chairs] have to say 
okay no longer than two minutes [for each person to voice their ideas] then another one.” Thus, a certain 
stop was put onto the further internal discussion. 

Sharing and learning from each other is at the heart of social learning. However, in a real-life situation, one 
cannot continuously debate and re-debate the same issue. At a certain moment, things need to be 
accomplished. The masterplan needs to be done. In other words, there is a limitation on autonomy and 
participation. Social learning here is circumscribed by the progress of the project. It is restricted by the need 
to elevate the project to another level through political decision making. 

6.2.2. System Integration  
 

In social learning process, as Keen et al. (2005) argue, 
partnership needs to be maintained and enhanced as it 
is what enables social learning in the first place. 
Partnership in this sense covers also the topic of the 
relationships among the members. HLN's working 
relationships are both formal and informal. In general, 
the KIs described them as "professional—good working 
group in a professional structure.” They referred to one 
another as colleagues. Some know each other before 
coming to work on the plan; others do not. Through the 

professional working relationship, KIs also indicated the appreciation in the informal nature of the 
relationship. One KI explained: 
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"…it's probably also rather informal than formal because I know a lot of people who are kind of, well, fed 
up by formal processes. And, it feels better to have an atmosphere that is more informal and more relaxed, 
and you know you're talking to people and not only to persons who hold special functions." 

Relationships and partnership are vital to the success of the HLN. As the task of drafting the masterplan is 
voluntary, connections are proven to be of value, as one KI described, "I knew most of the people beforehand 
and to be honest, most of them I was really directly addressing and inviting them to be part of the working 
group." Further, through the HLN, a network such as the Hamburg Alliance for Sustainability at Higher 
Education Institutions was formed. The partnership was, therefore, present and well-taken advantage of in 
the HLN case. 

In regard to integration, an important process which brings different ways of thinking, different types of 
knowledge and experiences together and use them where needed (Dyball et al., 2007), the HLN displays its 
presence in varying degree at different occasions. The structure of the working group, having one leader 
from the public authorities and another from the civil society/NGOs demonstrates the recognition of the 
need to combine and integrate resources, skills, knowledge in the process. 

An apparent example of how HLN recognized the importance of integration could be seen through the 
annual conferences. When asked about how and the extent to which the integration and interaction took 
place, one KI replied, "this is definitely an important topic, but then again I think that the annual events 
were really kind of meant to have the opportunity to exchange with the others and to go cross-sectoral and 
to really have people from different education areas. So, there had been interaction. And I think that worked 
out quite well." During these conferences, another KI explained, “there were workshops where you can talk 
to the other working groups and get a picture of what they are doing, where they're at.”  

In addition, opportunities for integration across the working group occurred in the steering committee group, 
where the heads of each working group gathered. One KI described, “I can tell from the perspective of the 
leadership group of these different working groups. And these regular meetings were also kind of very 
constructive and trying to foster this issue—[integration].” 

While integration was present, there was also the limitation on how and the extent to which it occurred. 
Apart from the occasions described above, there was not much interaction between the working groups 
during the process. The interaction “was not intense; it’s mostly by chance,” as one KI remarked. Here, the 
study identifies two key practical limitations at play. First, how the working groups are divided will yield 
implications for the intensity of the integration. When asked about the reasons why the groups were divided 
as such, apart from having them be in alignment with the NAP division, and whether there were any other 
approaches considered, the KI replied, "Yes, the decision was made to compare the masterplan as easy as 
possible with the National Plan. Another reason is the communication level. Decision-makers are thinking 
in known categories as the six areas [of education]. In the beginning, we had an intensive discussion about 
it. We wanted to divide the masterplan into the UNESCO categories [the five priority action areas of GAP 
on ESD]. In the end, we decided on the recent structure." The UNESCO’s five priority action areas of GAP 
include: 

1. Advancing Policy  
2. Transforming learning and training environments 
3. Building capacities of educators and trainers  
4. Empowering and mobilizing youth  
5. Accelerating sustainable solutions at local level (UNESCO, 2015a).  

If the masterplan were to follow this categorization, the levels of integration would have been different. For 
instance, the group on building capacities of educators could have found integration with the 'youth' group 
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extremely fruitful, creating synergies between the two groups. 

The limited integration between the working groups in the HLN case reflects the challenge to maintain 
balance between the integration work among the groups and the context-specific work related to each 
education area. When the second practical limitation—time and resources—is considered, the priority is not 
so much on the integration between the groups. As one KI described, “it's of course also a matter of time. 
So, the question of how much time can you allocate to these processes. And how many meetings should there 
be and how much time can you spare for these production processes.” When discussed what was needed 
more, another KI replied, "we need special extra events, meetings, that we have maybe time for a whole day 
or a weekend to discuss, for example, the relation between ESD and SD […] how is this interconnected, 
sustainable development, and the education for sustainable development. How does it work together and 
connected?" 

Nevertheless, the integration in drafting the plan took place on multiple occasions at varying degrees. How 
adequately an initiative can and should incorporate the integration is up for debate. The HLN, however, 
proves that the integration was taken into consideration and done it in a manner that the resources and the 
political conditions allowed.  

As for the sub-dimension of system thinking, it is at the heart of the HLN. System thinking allows for the 
understanding of different parts; to consider and see the relationship among the different system elements 
(Meadows, 2009; Sterling, 2004; Tilbury, 2007). As one KI described the idea of the masterplan, it is “to 
include all education areas into the plan and that’s the strategy to change the education sectors in Hamburg 
and to bring ESD to the structure of the education system of Hamburg during the next 10 years.” The fact 
that the masterplan covers all areas of education and aims to transform the education system of the city 
already reflects the system thinking behind the creation of the plan.  

Another KI explained further, the need for a structural change in education system, “in 2014, there was a 
researcher, asking our members what do you think was good and was not good? [One of the things the 
study found was that there were] good projects. Good education projects but not enough to create 
transformation for society. Nothing really changes. It teaches the kids. Okay. That's it. And this study was 
actually the starting point for the masterplan say if we want to change something, we have to go into another 
level to do a systematic approach like a whole-institution approach in school.” The system thinking is 
strongly present in the HLN as the network seeks to make changes to the education system as a whole. The 
system thinking also allows the understanding that making such huge changes require significant efforts in 
many ways, as one KI discussed, “we want to change the educational system. There are one or two teachers 
who are aware of what ESD is and you say you want to change the school? So, you have to go through a 
lot of steps, and convince not only the director, but also professors and to write papers, do meetings. This 
is a long process.” 

System thinking can also be reflected by the aim of the HLN in connecting various ESD stakeholders, 
promoting and implementing ESD across the whole city. The HLN and the masterplan is holistic in essence. 
The network of the HLN represents the thinking to incorporate and build up more ESD stakeholders over 
time. The masterplan, as one KI explained, is “a systemic approach and political approach. [one needs] to 
go through a lot of steps high up to the mayor to get the acceptance and to get the money and to have the 
coordination with other ministries.” 

With system thinking, two reflections on the support for and by the masterplan were also discussed. As one 
KI argued, “without system thinking, there will not be so much support for the masterplan.” For without 
people realizing that education is crucial in tackling the sustainability challenges, the plan would not gain 
as much support and participation it did. Another KI highlighted the contribution of the masterplan to the 
global agenda, “the overall aim is to realize the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, and the 
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masterplan, we're talking about one part of this process, concerning especially educational topics.” The 
idea of system thinking occurred frequently throughout the interviews with the KIs. All the ministries 
participated in the process. Stakeholders from different sectors across the city took part in the drafting of 
the plan, whose purpose is to transform education system of the city towards ESD. One can conclude that 
system thinking is strongly present in the HLN case.  

6.2.3. Reflection 
 

As the initiative comprises ESD stakeholders across the 
community, the diversity in skills, knowledge and 
expertise was used to their advantage. Generally, the KIs 
reported the groups' diversity to be well represented—"a 
good mix.” Having diverse members within the group 
proved beneficial in many ways. For instance, as one KI 
described, “we did this and then that without knowing 
the structures [the way any given organizations work]. 
Others who knew more about them and can then say, 
well, when we want to do this, we have to first do this, 
and we need here the resource, or we need here the 

leader who wants to do it, and so it was all. It was good. Good work for a common goal." What the KI 
described shows, in practice, how skills, knowledge and resources were shared for the benefit of the whole 
group to reach the aim that they set out to achieve together. Diversity allows for “co-creation” – a term 
used by one KI, “to engage different stakeholders in dialogues and [to try] to find out together, how best 
we could deal with this on a local level.” 

The notion of networking, co-creating and diversity all seem to be prominent in the HLN. But there were 
also some restrictions on them. As already mentioned briefly, due to the task being voluntary, sometimes 
only a few people were at the core of the drafting process for a specific working group. Due to the voluntary 
task, it was also a challenge to find people who had the time, resources and will to join the work. One KI 
reflected on this issue: 

"We had opened up this working group for everyone who is interested. But the challenging thing is to get 
people who are interested, volunteer for being part of that. [In terms of who should be represented], it could 
be much more particular and having more students involved, but it was a working group on a voluntary 
basis. So, we work with people who were there and who said, okay, I'm ready to engage, and I want to 
engage in that. And so, I mean it's not really representative. It is ideal to have it, to have all people who are 
concerned about that topic and are affected by the topic or whatever. This is ideal, really hard to achieve. 
And probably also for pragmatic reasons, not everything can be really accomplished." 

Like with the other sub-dimensions, the diversity sub-dimension is also likely to be circumscribed. How 
diverse should or could a working group be? How much diversity would be needed for a group to be 
regarded as diverse? The data do not give specific clues for answering these questions. Overall, however, 
the HLN demonstrates that diversity is well valued within the network as it works towards connecting more 
and more stakeholders across the city. 

While diversity allows for many benefits as illustrated above, it can also lead to conflict. This study 
identifies two key conflicts. First, the coordination between the public authority and the working group can 
be quite challenging. Before having the plan completed, each working group needs to go through a feedback 
loop process where the draft was presented and discussed with the authority in charge. As the KI explained, 
"it is not really like, someone is deciding on something, and then it pops up, and it is suddenly there, but 
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there is a lot of processes trying to deliberate and prepare, […] trying to check beforehand if it's fine for 
the people who are then addressed […] when it comes to the fact that there are different public authorities 
at the Hamburg level involved, the coordination between these levels are kind of challenging because they 
are, well, probably in common with silo thinking, where, the typical fields of who is responsible for what 
and who is doing what." The independency of the network and the source of money to fund the masterplan 
are some examples of the topics mentioned as the KIs relate to the conflict, as far as the public authority at 
the Hamburg level is concerned. 

Each working group’s experiences as they coordinated with the public authority also vary. One KI pointed 
out that "it was important that every working group has a good conversation with its authority.” Some 
groups felt a bit disappointed as a considerable amount of what was initially drafted got cut off by the 
authority at the higher level, as one KI described: “we've made a plan for [our education area]. […] it was 
changed, and it was not the way that we want to make it to our plan. [..] only a little bit made it to the actual 
plan, and it's very, very much softer.” Similarly, another KI talked about how their working group members' 
expectations needed to be lowered due to the political influences that come into play: "as the head of the 
group, I had to slow down the expectations of some people, because I am part of the ministry, so I know 
how the ministry works, and I know how the head of the ministry works. So sometimes, when the aims were 
set a little high, I had to slow the participants a little down." 

Also, within each working group conflicts can occur. However, nothing major was reported. As described 
by some of the KIs, “it was kind of facilitated moderated process. Anyway, so it's kind of a typical 
constructive discussion on bringing in some thoughts and deliberating on how this might be useful to the 
process, or someone who might see a different way. So, it wasn't really like bargaining or negotiating about 
anything, but rather, really an open group discussion and deliberation on how to address these issues. So, 
yeah, I can't remember any occasion really that we had troubles on that.” “Disagreement here and there, 
but nothing personal. Always on the topic.” “On top of [the challenges at the Hamburg public authority 
level], no, only minor [disagreement/conflicts].”  

In the KI’s responses, the facilitation dimension is very well represented. In facilitating diverse opinions, 
attitudes, values, agreements, disagreement and conflicts, the KIs described the many ways they approached 
it.  As one KI described, "actually, I'm pretty pragmatic in my way of working, so I was just listening to the 
colleagues from the different NGOs. One example, one colleague from an environmental NGO. He wanted 
to bring more green points into this strategy. Another colleague, she's from a global education NGO, she 
wanted more fair trade. […] and I always said that's fine we put it in. And then I wrote everything. I didn't 
discuss it. I put everything in, and then it was a process of the group. Sometimes, when it took too much 
time. Time's up. Now, we have to decide. We can't discuss one hour on one word, so just now, in two minutes, 
we have to decide, so that's it." 

Another KI discussed the importance of listening and asking for feedback: “There is sometimes a great 
problem. We hear something, we interpreted. And, then we answer, but we do not ask: What do you mean? 
What's the reason for? Can you give me an example? So that I'm able to understand what your vision is or 
what your plan is. So, but this is my job, my job is to ask them, look for what's behind the speech, and bring 
different voices together to a common sense. […] I work with diversity, and I work also to build as to give, 
every person voice to make clear that everyone is important to build a common house. That, for me, in my 
opinion, is very, very important. […] There is not only one voice who's right, every voice is right in her own 
way, and we have to look how we can bring it together for common sense and common picture and common 
view." 

Different working groups took different approaches. The two leaders of each working group sometimes 
alternated roles; one was moderating and another writing down discussion points. Some groups with sub-
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groups would also mean that the coordinator for each sub-group had to assume the facilitating role. Limiting 
the time for each person to voice their ideas, especially in the group with a large number of members, was 
also a technique used in the process. The leaders of the groups placed importance on moderating, as one KI 
described, "with my co-organizer or head of the working group, we were always talking about our strategy 
of moderating." 

Facilitation also took place at the level of the steering committee. The need to have the steering committee 
in itself exhibits that the facilitation among the different working groups was crucial. When the autonomous 
nature of working is incorporated, it also means that there is no set standard to a certain extent. Each group 
works at a different pace; hence, the steering committee meetings served to facilitate the process to complete 
the plan. 

Critical thinking is required in social learning—a process of iterative reflection (Dyball et al., 2007). It 
allows the examination of how we see the world (Tilbury, 2007); reveals the ways our actions, values can 
be influenced by social, political, cultural contexts (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2018; Harris and Deane, 
2005). The present study did not formulate any questions specifically about critical thinking but looked 
rather into how the KIs reflected on the process of the masterplan drafting. Nevertheless, as discussed 
earlier, the dimensions in the CSR-I frame interact in complex manners. Reflection can be seen throughout 
the whole learning process, and if there is one component that can weave through all the (sub-) dimensions 
in the CSR-I frame, it is the critical thinking. It is present in managing different opinions; and the best use 
the resources, skills, knowledges of the members. It is also present for easing conflicts and disagreements; 
and, for deep listening for understanding. In the following paragraphs, as the self-efficacy is discussed, 
critical thinking is also exhibited as the KIs reflect on the entire process experience.  

Self-efficacy, as McGregor (2007) argues, is a person’s perception of their ability to perform an action, 
achieve a goal, or influence a situation. When asked about the difficulty of the whole drafting process, none 
of the KIs said it was easy. One stated that "it was not easy nor difficult than any other tasks […] I've worked 
in the development […] And so, this kind of work, it's my several competences." One identified a point where 
things got more challenging, as the KI stated, "in the beginning, it was all right. But when the voting in the 
ministry began, then it got a little difficult." Drafting a plan that involves many stakeholders with diverse 
views certainly is a challenge. One KI offered a reflection on this issue: “It’s not easy, because you have 
different perspectives involved. As always, for transdisciplinary approaches and interdisciplinary 
approaches to ESD. It's taking its time, and not as easily accomplished as a task you are doing on your own 
and writing down some of your own ideas and then saying okay well done. So, it is a challenge to do it like 
that. But I think it's worth it. And I think that there is the necessity that we focus more on those processes. 
Within politics, I sometimes see that it's like a tick box thinking, and let's do things quite fast. So, to really 
take the time to use these methods and processes. That's kind of necessary and a way of how to do it these 
days, in the 21st century. So, there's hopefully, or at least in small steps, the recognition that this 
participation processes in transdisciplinary plays a crucial role and really able to address this huge 
challenge of global sustainable development. And it's nothing that anyone can accomplish on their own. 
And no country, no city-state, or whatever, but it's really a joint process and to focus on the joint initiative 
and to focus on the teamwork and to focus on the things we are achieving together." 

Despite the difficulty in completing the task, all of the KIs reported that they were confident in completing 
the masterplan. “Yes, I was always confident. The group spirit was always good”—A sentiment shared 
among the KIs’ responses. Nevertheless, one KI discussed how this has not ‘always’ been the case. "yes 
and no, there have been times when I was really in doubt of that. And, I was wondering, okay, how can we 
do that and have achieved this perspective. So, at the end, of course, I was confident otherwise I wouldn't 
have engaged in this endeavor. But there have been phases or times when I was really in doubt, and it was 
kind of rethinking. Okay, are we doing it the right way? Why, how we are doing it? Does this suffice for 
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really accomplishing it?" 

The emotions identified as related to the working process are generally positive. Some of which include: 
"I'm happy, and I'm proud that I was one part of it, to make ESD big in Hamburg." "I love it. I love working 
on it. I'm a specialist on ESD." "I'm happy we have this masterplan and looking forward to getting adopted 
finally […] I think there will be a really kind of relief when it is officially adopted." However, some KIs also 
reported that there is a little bit of a disappointment along the process as well. “There was mainly just 
happiness and pride and being able to build something like this master plan, all the working groups 
together. But there was also disappointment that it's not settled on the parliament. The parliament hasn't 
said yes yet. And there was also disappointment in losing some aims and goals,” as one KI explained. 

6.2.4. Infrastructure  
 

To recall briefly, the cultural beliefs are ideas 
and mindsets that are shaping the way of life of 
the members of each working group. How ESD 
was viewed by the members yielded significant 
implications to how activities were carried, how 
people participated and completed the 
masterplan. In general, the KIs viewed ESD as 
vital for a transformative change towards SD. As 
one KI explained, “ESD is the answer to many 
questions, which are interconnected and related 
on a global scale, and on a local scale as well. 

ESD would be the answer. It’s understood as a political educational concept to alter or change society, to 
be an active part of society. When you see the crisis Brexit, climate change and so on, I would say now is 
the best time for ESD to become accepted as a very appropriate educational concept to educate people all 
over the world to make out of them global citizens, who are fighting for human rights, environments and so 
on. And I think this is the strongest argument for ESD, and it will get stronger year by year.” 

The holistic character of ESD is also recognized, as another KI explained: 

"In German history, we had a very sad fear in life by using education as propaganda. The teacher has to 
influence the kids to join the Nazi party ideology. I don't want to have this here. I want to have a good 
discussion, but the teachers should be aware that others' opinions have the same rules as their own opinion. 
So, [ESD] is the concept that does not allow the teacher to strongly influence children, but to give them 
their own possibility to build up an opinion and build up their own point of view and stuff like this. And this 
is what ESD enhances in the teacher to look in the global way to look in a democratic way to look cross the 
boundary of their own issues, their own ideas. This is what ESD means in the holistic approach. That's why 
I like ESD." Certainly, the historical events here demonstrated how education was used or abused at one 
point in time, which now influenced the KI to work towards an education that is democratic and enhances 
different opinions across disciplines. 

The practices sub-dimension refers to how participants engage in the process. During the drafting process, 
the activities that took place were generally in the form of meetings, workshops, conferences and lectures. 
Hence, being able to easily access and participate in these activities, at the very least, suppresses some of 
the inhibiting factors preventing people from joining the network. As one KI described, "Hamburg is a big 
city, but at the same time, it's a very small city. So, it's easy not just to call the colleagues. You can go there 
by local train. It's half an hour. I can visit all my colleagues […] It's very important for us to know each 
other better." In a way, good infrastructure enhances community belonging as it provides the means for the 
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activities to take place. The joint task can be defined at various levels. As a whole, the working groups 
worked together to create the ESD masterplan for Hamburg. The monthly meetings and the annual 
conferences, for instance, offer what Wenger (1998) termed peripherality, as they allow any interested 
individuals/organizations to participate, without the need of making any firm commitments to the network. 
Hence, the mutuality component of the infrastructure is indeed present in the HLN case. 

In terms of competence, the challenging task of drafting the masterplan provides many occasions for the 
skills and knowledgeability to be exercised, as the findings in previous sections already suggested. The same 
goes for accountability and tools. The process requires that different ideas and perspectives be challenged 
and evaluated to reach mutual understanding and agreement on what to be drafted. 

Lastly, continuity, the HLN collects ESD activities, promotes and publishes through both online platforms 
and the newsletters. From the HLN's website, one can also access the newsletters from the first volume 
published in 2005, all to the latest one. Further, the HLN has planned to promote ESD using a mobile 
application platform. As one KI explained, "you can see the project one page on your mobile phone or on 
your monitor. […] we will start this to bring all ESD projects of Hamburg together and to show what is 
happening. So, [the mobile application] is another idea to bring the stakeholders together to show what 
they are doing, giving them a platform of their ideas. And we bring it together also with SDGs for school 
students. This is working already in Hamburg, and we put our ESD projects together with the SDG app to 
connect our projects to young people, to schoolchildren, and to bring good ideas to younger people to 
understand what we are doing." 

The HLN demonstrates that the infrastructure is well established. To a certain extent, the masterplan benefits 
from the resources the HLN has already compiled for many years prior to it being drafted. While all these 
measures have been incorporated to increase the interests in ESD among the citizens of Hamburg, the KIs 
also voiced their concern about how much attention ESD received in daily reality. One KI explained that 
"the big wheel, everyone knows this. But for the small wheel, only a small bubble knows. And ESD is not a 
big issue, sorry to say. It's only in education. There are quite a few people [who know about ESD], could 
be a couple of thousands. Look at the television. Look at the radio. Who's talking about ESD? So, what is 
success? In your little bubble?" Another KI remarked, “we need Greta for ESD.” Public relations and 
marketing work are identified as areas where more work is needed. 

The subdimension, interaction with the outside, refers to how members interact with people outside the 
network. As far as the work to promote the HLN’s ESD activities is concerned, one KI explained, “the 
Ministry of environment and energy (BUKEA) is doing the whole public relations so the whole marketing. 
For some people, for example the representation of parents. Some of them do a little bit of promotion in 
small scale. But mainly it's the main office of the initiative, the Ministry of environment and energy.” Due 
to a small sample, however, the collected data were insufficient for analyzing the extent to which the work 
of promoting the HLN’s ESD activities was carried out by the members of the working group themselves, 
and with what vigor.  

6.2.5. Additional Dimensions  
In confirming the presence of the social learning dimensions, the research was open to elements that may 
not directly fit the CSR-I framework, which, to a certain extent, is a closed model. In reality, social learning 
interacts in simultaneous and complex ways with, for instance, the cultural and political conditions and 
context in which social learning is taking place.  

One of the key factors allowing the success in the implementation of ESD on a city-wide scale lies in 
political support the initiative receives. As evident through the document analysis, the data show that both 
the HLN initiative itself and the Hamburg ESD masterplan 2030 are the city’s contributions to the 
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UNESCO’s framework of DESD and GAP, accordingly, the KIs stated that “all ministries participated in 
the process.” 

When the KIs were asked about the secret for the success, some also pointed at the autonomy of the city. 
As one KI explained, “Hamburg is at the same time the city and the state. So, we can do our 
education law. […] Hamburg is one federal state within Germany. So, we are allowed by 
constitution. We have to do our own education policy. This is important. We don't have to ask other 
states or the government of Germany at all. And it's important to be more independent.” 

In addition to the political support and power the city enjoys, some also suggested that one specific 
individual was the source of the initiative’s success. As one KI stated, "there is a special person like [name], 
who had a vision, and power to bring it into the world, and you are going forward with this vision and with 
this power, then you can do a lot of things. You have to know the structures well, to find your way inside to 
bring your ideas outside. […] like any other things you want to develop, you need someone who has the 
power and the knowledge. And we say in Germany 'a long breath' Your vision is very clear. And you're 
going forward, only for this version. And that's very important to have success." A special someone with 
vision, power, and knowledge is recognized as a source of HLN’s success. “Someone who is really in 
charge, and curious about the topic is helpful,” another KI suggested. Further, the benefit of having people 
with political power be part of an ESD movement in the city was also discussed. As one KI described it: 
"[in one of the ministries], they have a person in the steering force. […] If this provider for education 
switches with the main part to ESD, it would be a big leap forward in Hamburg for ESD. 
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7. Discussion 
 
This study used the ‘sub-sectors’ of the CSR-I frame as lenses for identifying and assessing the social 
learning conditions present in the HLN case. Evaluating and discussing one specific sector without touching 
on other sectors poses a significant challenge. This, in itself, proves that social learning operates in complex 
and integrated ways. The CSR-I conceptual framework was meant to be an as simple as possible model of 
social learning, like any good models are supposed to do. Nevertheless, social learning, in reality, is anything 
but simple. 

The preparation of the Thai dessert, Salim, is a useful illustration of how to appreciate social learning. It 
could be regarded as another model of how social learning operates in a real-life setting. For preparing Salim 
one needs mung bean starch as a key ingredient. This represents the infrastructure dimension of the CSR-I 
framework. The starch is then mixed with water, turned into a dough, and divided into three portions. Each 
portion is then mixed with food coloring, typically green, pink, and white. These represent the three other 
dimensions (CSR). Each dough is then worked, cooked, and turned into noodle threads. The multi-colored 
noodle threads are then served with sweetened coconut milk, topped with crushed ice. The coconut milk 
and the ice represent the social, political, cultural influences that social learning interacts with. Thus far, in 
the analysis, each of these components were presented and discussed separately. Yet that did not give much 
of the flavor of what social learning is. Like in the example of Salim, only when put together, mixed, stirred, 
and tasted, can social learning be better understood.  

The Salim model can also be applied to the concept of SD. In reality, how it is and how it operates, they are 
nothing like the three-circle diagram of SD we are familiar with. The three realms of environment, society 
and economy are not separated. They are mixed, and there exist all kinds of dynamic interactions and in 
between. The same is true for ESD. ESD is not an education about environment, society and economy; that 
one says these components are hanging together in one way or another. ESD is about integration, the 
interaction between all of them. The same is true to the HLN. This study breaks it apart into the four clusters: 
community belonging, system integration, reflection and infrastructure. Only when we bring them together 
again, that we get the HLN. 

In the previous chapter, the study has answered some of the research questions concerning the HLN and the 
processes of drafting the ESD masterplan 2030. The present chapter discusses the success factors and the 
essential elements that make a city-wide ESD initiative successful. Finally, the limitations of this thesis 
research are discussed.  

7.1. The Essential Elements that make a City-Wide ESD 
Initiative a Success 
The HLN’s success can be defined in many ways. It is a network of ESD stakeholders in Hamburg that has, 
since its inception in 2005, demonstrated continuous efforts to promote and disseminate ESD to the whole 
city. Over time, it has connected stakeholders, brought more and more people into the ESD movement. The 
interviews with the KIs recognized the enthusiasm of the people who have started and are still involved in 
this movement. The Hamburg ESD masterplan 2030 was completed and is now waiting for political 
approval and implementation.  

To a greater or lesser degree, the HLN has benefited from all the dimensions and sub-dimensions of the 
theoretical CSR-I frame. While social learning operates through the combination and interaction of all of 
these (sub-)dimensions the analysis identified four sub-dimensions as the strongest, namely 1) participation, 
2) integration, 3) diversity and 4) facilitation. These (sub-)dimensions are referred to repeatedly. They came 
up most frequently during both the conversations with the KIs and the document analysis. In the interviews, 
in particular, they were identified by the KIs to be of importance to the initiative’s success.  
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Participation is among the strongest sub-dimensions. The data show that over time, the number of 
participants in the HLN network continually increased. As noted, the latest WAP conference saw the highest 
number of people participating. It reflects the efforts and the work being put into connecting more people 
to the HLN as the network works to promote and disseminate ESD throughout the city. In the masterplan 
drafting process, participants in each working group were given freedom to decide how they wished to work 
on the plan. This allowed each working group to work in the way that they found most appropriate. The 
autonomy given to all the working groups was crucial to the overall success of the plan’s completion. If the 
working groups had been restricted in their drafting approach, the level of participation might not be as high 
as what was observed. How much can participation really take place when participants are not given the 
opportunity to work out how they want to participate? In the HLN case, we might even equate the 
participation outcome as ‘co-learning’ as there is evidence, at least in some working groups, that this term 
is used when describing the activities taking place during the drafting process. Members discussed, shared, 
exchanged ideas and learned from one another in an open, friendly and constructive atmosphere. These are 
very important qualities that allow for participation to develop and grow. When participants co-learn or co-
create, the levels of participation are likely to be higher as compared to, for instance, when participants are 
told what to do and have to follow. Without sufficient attention given to participation, a successful city-
wide ESD initiative is unlikely. 

The integration sub-dimension is also very strongly present. From the start, each working group had two 
leaders: one from the public authorities and another from the civil society/NGOs. This proved to be 
beneficial in many ways. The plan was commissioned by the Senate; therefore, having one leader from the 
ministries who knows the procedures and how bureaucracy works would make the process run smoother. 
Another leader and members of the group who represent the non-governmental sectors brought in 
knowledge, and values to make the plan representative of what larger segments of the Hamburg population 
needed as opposed to what a small group of people thought they needed. The HLN valued integration as 
demonstrated i.e. through the workshops that took place during the annual conferences. In these workshops, 
members were able to exchange ideas, experiences, insights across the working groups. Further, the work 
in the steering committee group itself also enhanced the importance of integration. The steering group met 
rather regularly, working constructively, discussing issues both from each working group and the authorities 
from different ministries at higher level to ensure the completion of the plan. Integration was therefore vital 
to the success of the HLN. 

The HLN case also demonstrated a strong presence of the diversity sub-dimension. Participation and 
diversity are two separate concepts. High diversity does not necessarily lead to high levels of participation. 
The reverse is also true. One can have a diverse community, but participation levels are low because the 
members’ ability to voice their opinions and to take actions are restricted; for instance, by law or some 
predetermined instructions. The HLN process benefited from giving a great diversity of people the 
opportunity and freedom to participate. In any given working group, members were found to be from 
different fields: governmental authorities, NGOs, companies, civil society. Various skills, knowledge and 
expertise were used to their advantage to reach the aim set out to achieve together. When one thinks of the 
HLN, one thinks of the notion of the network of ESD stakeholders in the city of Hamburg. The idea of the 
network would not at all prosper without the diverse members that comprise it. Diversity is imperative to 
the success of the HLN as it works to connect many people across the city.  

Lastly, the data from the interviews also showed a strong presence of the facilitation sub-dimension. The 
different facilitating skills and strategies were used by the leaders of the working groups. Facilitation work 
was found important by the KIs, especially when there were diverse ideas, perspectives and values within 
the working group and when working with ideas from the public authorities at the Hamburg level. The use 
of a variety of discussion moderating techniques reflected the openness of the group, therefore, the HLN 
itself. A pragmatic approach of writing everything down without discussing anything at first, for instance, 
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demonstrated that all ideas are welcome. There were no incorrect contributions. It was then a joint effort to 
prioritize all the ideas that had been voiced. The interviews also showed the value of deep listening and 
listening well. In dealing with at various times opposing perspective, the KI found it crucial that all the 
voices were first attended to and understood, before attempting to create a common response. When 
conflicts arose, a constructive facilitated discussion took place to resolve them. The KIs showed the passion 
and the skills in moderating the work in each working group. The plan’s completion owed a lot of it to these 
skills.  

The data confirmed the strong presence of these four sub-dimensions. But they also showed some of their 
limitations. As far as participation is concerned, the HLN consciously decided to stop recruiting new 
participants so that the work could be completed. Between the working groups, interaction and integration 
work was also limited. Sometimes, only a few people were at the core of the drafting process for a specific 
working group. These limitations; however, reflect common reality. For instance, with participation, one 
cannot keep open and reopen the discussion all the time. Some activities need to be put on hold to allow for 
others to occur. In the HLN case, those limitations took place so that political progress could occur. While 
reflection is one of the key principles valued in ESD and social learning, stopping recruitment or not 
allowing new members make any changes to the already drafted work does not mean that everything cannot 
be changed. The masterplan itself is aware of the unforeseeable future; hence, it explicitly recognizes that 
it should be subject to regular revision once it has been approved and implemented. When ESD comes to 
schools and other educational institutions, the reflection and discussion can also be open again.  

The HLN recognized that it would be ideal to include everyone, especially those who would be affected by 
the plan. In other words, it was recognized that integration is crucial. Nonetheless, it was also recognized 
that there were limits on the available time and other resources. For instance, in the process, it was decided 
that priority be given to the focus on the context-specific work related to each education area rather than 
much on integration between the groups. For practicality, it would also require a lot of resources for the six 
working groups made up over a hundred members to be together at one place more regularly than just during 
annual conferences. The working groups were open for everyone who were interested but identifying people 
who were interested and wanted to volunteer for being a part of the process was a challenge for the HLN. 
For pragmatic reasons, diversity was sometimes limited as the group could only work with the people who 
would be present, resulting in having fewer members working on the plan, at a particular point.  

Apart from the dimension of the CSR-I framework, political support plays a crucial role in driving the ESD 
movement in the city. The HLN and the Hamburg ESD masterplan 2030 are Hamburg's contributions to 
UNESCO's DESD and GAP, respectively. All the ministries within the city participated in the process. 
Further, as a city and a state, Hamburg enjoys the ability to mandate its own laws. These supporting 
conditions made it easier for ESD-related actions and activities to be disseminated throughout the entire 
city. Further, a special leader with visions, power and knowledge was recognized as a source of the HLN’s 
success.  

7.2. Limitations 
The research for this thesis has three main limitations. First, the numbers of the KIs interviewed were small. 
Originally the interviews were scheduled to take place during the last week of March 2020 in Hamburg. 
However, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the planned interviews did not take place. All of the interviews 
had to be conducted online. In its early months the pandemic caused uncertainty and anxiety. This made it 
difficult to find selected KIs and to make the necessary appointments. Nevertheless, all KIs were 
accommodating and understanding of the whole situation. They were willing to share information of the 
HLN and the process of drafting the masterplan. Fortunately, the data gathered were not found to be limited 
by the situation in any way noticeable. However, it should be noted that the pandemic has delayed and 
prevented many events and actions that could have pushed the masterplan further along its course of 
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approval and implementation. Initially, among approximately 140 participants involved in drafting the 
masterplan, the study aimed to interview at least 10 – 15 KIs in total (at least two from each of the six 
working groups representing each educational sub-sector). In the final end, due to the difficulty in getting 
data samples, only eight KIs were interviewed. Six of them were the working groups' leaders, and two 
identified as members yet met the KIs' criteria. One of the two also used to be the chairperson of the entire 
initiative but is now retired. Yet he is very active in the ESD movement and working with both the cities in 
Germany and worldwide to advocate what has been achieved in Hamburg. The KI’s of one working group 
were not interviewed, due to the change in the team that works for the particular group. Small samples place 
limitations on the generalization of the data. One could suppose that having a larger number of KIs could 
have yielded greater confidence in the representativeness of the data. However, this possibility does not 
seem to have been the case. By comparing collected data obtained from the various KIs and with the 
documentations they displayed strong internal and external coherence.  

Second, communication via the online platform sometimes experienced difficulties. Sometimes, as the KIs 
discussed a specific topic, particular words or phrases were not intelligible or recorded clearly. To reduce 
this limitation, when the lagging or the missing words were too evident, I made certain that the responses 
were repeated. Other times when the error was minor and interrupting could risk disrupting the KIs' train of 
thoughts, the conversation was left to flow. If and when any clarifications were needed, I sent the questions 
to the KIs to be responded via email. Due to the time limitation, some KIs even offered opportunities to 
always contact them if further questions came up. 

Lastly, due to the HLN being an initiative in Germany, there was the language barrier that could have been 
a limitation. As a non-English native speaker, I realize that even if one is fluent in both English and one’s 
native language, there are nuances in language differences that cannot be genuinely substituted. When the 
KIs were interviewed in English, the data may not have been as accurate as if they had been obtained in 
German. This limitation, however, was prevented in many ways. Some KIs had the dictionary web page 
ready to type in the words they had difficulty translating into English. I found the interview processes 
enriching in the sense that we all were trying to communicate in the language that we both understood. 
Telling me about the HLN in English arguably put the KIs in the position to think about how, i.e. the process 
of drafting the masterplan, could be explained to an outsider through the universal language. I myself did 
not find any significant barriers concerning the language communicated. Some interviewees used an 
interpreter to assist with the interview. With my thesis supervisor's help, who also reads German, the 
important texts that were found to be relevant to the study, e.g. the masterplan itself, were translated into 
English. Other times, the texts were translated online, for example, the newsletters archived from 2005 to 
the present. To minimize the language limitations, the German-language documentary information was 
compared to the interviews or sources in the English language, such as the UNESCO website and 
publications. 
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8. Summary and Conclusion 
 

For achieving ESD, the process leading to ESD should harbor the same essential characteristics as ESD 
itself. Consequently, this study has argued that to the extent that the ESD essential characteristics are indeed 
present in the process of establishing an ESD program, the chances are that the ESD program will be more 
successful in its implementation. The present thesis examined the HLN case for it provided an appropriate 
‘process’ leading to establishing ESD to illustrate the argument. The thesis sought to find the essential 
elements that make a city-wide ESD initiative successful.  

To find out these essential elements, the present study, through literature review on social learning theory, 
developed the CSR-I conceptual framework: Community Belonging, System Integration, Reflection and 
Infrastructure. The CSR-I framework was then used in interview question formulation, and later in the 
assessment of the HLN case. The data were gathered from both the interviews with key informants and the 
documentation. The data were then organized and categorized in relation to the different subdimensions 
under the developed CSR-I framework.  

In using the framework as a lens for viewing and analyzing the data, the study found participation, 
integration, diversity and facilitation to be the strongest sub-dimensions in the HLN case. These are the 
essential elements that make a city-wide ESD initiative a success. From the HLN case, the study found that 
for promoting and establishing ESD, special attention should be given to these four strongest sub-
dimensions. The success of the HLN lies in having diverse members but not so many that the quality of the 
discussion becomes diminished. It is through attending to the balance between integration and context-
specific work that the masterplan could be completed. It is through maintaining the relationship of the people 
in the network and the connections among different organizations that the HLN has been able to expand its 
network. When these connections, relations and balances are interrupted, social learning weakens.   

To the extent that the different (sub-)dimensions of the CSR-I framework can be observed in the HLN case 
or the process of establishing ESD in Hamburg, the HLN can be categorized as a process of social learning. 
The HLN is not necessarily the “best” case. To the extent that one can observe limitations even among the 
strongest components, the HLN is a good illustration of what happens in an actual social learning process.  

The HLN, however, is not just any initiative. It is an ESD initiative. ESD in and of itself stands for 
participation, integration, interdisciplinarity, co-learning, co-creating, and reflection. These characteristics, 
nonetheless, are also what social learning is about. Social learning is part and parcel of ESD. Thus, through 
the case of the HLN, the thesis argues that an ESD program will be stronger to the extent that the process 
that leads to establishing that program incorporates the same characteristics. To the extent that social 
learning is present in the preparatory and planning process the likelihood that eventually social learning will 
happen in schools and other learning situations is increased.  

The data from the HLN case also provide reflections on the formulation of the CSR-I conceptual framework. 
Context, for instance, can be analyzed separately. System thinking and critical thinking can be combined. 
Apart from helping to make adjustments to the framework, further study should expand its scope and focus. 
For a more complete picture, which circumstances did not allow to be obtained, one could also do surveys 
among the parents, the students, or anybody else who are at the receiving end of education. One could also 
conduct research over time for examining possible changes with respect to any of the sub-dimensions 
identified in the framework, for instance.  

The HLN case shows that for any plan or policies affecting society at large, the people to be affected by the 
plan need to be part of the planning and decision-making process. The HLN also demonstrates that policy 
work needs to take a holistic approach, taking into consideration issues across disciplines and (educational) 
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sectors. For a transformative change, all areas of education should be incorporated and integrated. Other 
cities, of course, cannot just copy or apply what was done in Hamburg lock stock and barrel. If one, for 
example, wishes to replicate the process of drafting the ESD masterplan, one would always need to go 
through the different filters specific to the context of each city, whether political, cultural or ideological. 
The idea of the ESD masterplan can be replicated elsewhere, yet each city will need to embark on its own 
journey to work out the resources, the people and the process that work for its own context.  
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Annexes 
A. Timeline of Events pertaining to the HLN and sources 

Date Events Sources 
2005 HLN was launched by the senate [to support UN DESD] HLN 

website/Statement by 
mayors 

 Hamburg action plan (drawn up regularly as part of UN 
DESD in Hamburg): catalogue of measures (115 
measures in 2010, 170 measures at the end of DESD) 
(starting from 2005) 

HLN website/Action 
Plan/presentation 

  Activity: Hamburg Action Plan DESD/ Annually Round 
Table Conference/ Monthly Meetings/ Publication series/ 
Quarterly newsletter/ Website with database 

HLN 
website/Presentation 

Jan-12 HLN was selected as one of 15 measures of the World 
Decade 

HLN website 

Jan-13 Hamburg was awarded the title " City of the World 
Decade "awarded. 

HLN website 

Sep-15 The 1st WAP conference: WAP for HLN, discussed 
implementation options/ 5 working groups based on 
GAP's 5 areas of action 

Documentation 

Dec-15 Rootability (A German ESD project) won UNESCO-
Japan Prize 

newsletter (Dec 2015) 

Aug-16 The senate recommended continuing and further 
developing the HLN as the work is needed (GAP follows 
UN DESD) 

HLN 
website/newsletter 
(Dec 2016) 

Sep-16 the Hamburg Senate commissioned the “Hamburg learns 
Sustainability” to develop an “ESD master plan ”with the 
participation of all stakeholders. 

Newsletter (Dec 
2016)/HLN website 

Nov-16 The 2nd WAP conference: In the afternoon, workshops 
on the 5th Priorities of the GAP roadmap (Accelerating 
sustainable solutions at local level). As a result, they 
should make concrete contributions to the planned ESD 
master plan.  

Newsletter (Dec 2016) 

Dec-16 Europe and North America Regional Workshop on GAP  Publication 
May-17 There are 6 working groups in the process of adapting 

the fields of action and goals from the federal level to the 
situation in Hamburg/ 6 working groups were set up 

Newsletter (Jun 
2017)/HLN website 

Jun-17 ESD master plan working groups discuss fields of action 
and goals for Hamburg/ In the summer, the Federal 
Ministry of Education is expected to issue a National 
Action Plan (NAP), publishing its technical basics in the 
form of fields of action and goals also for the educational 
areas in Hamburg, which should serve as a basis [for the 
masterplan] 

Newsletter (Jun 2017) 

20-Jun-17 the Federal Ministry of Education published a National 
Action Plan (NAP) “Education for Sustainable 
Development”, the technical basis of which in the form 
of fields of action and goals should also serve as a basis 
for the educational areas in Hamburg. 

HLN website 

15-Nov-17 The 3rd WAP conference: Main topic of this year's event 
is the master plan Education for Sustainable 
Development/ The first results are presented, and 
discussed/ Interested parties are expressly welcome to 
take part in the process participate./ After the contents of 

Newsletter (Dec 
2017)/HLN website 
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the National Action Plan had first been checked for 
transferability to the Hamburg situation, the working 
groups developed proposals for fields of action and 
goals, which were presented and discussed at the 3rd 
conference on the implementation of the ESD World 
Action Program (Subsequently, proposed measures were 
concretized in the working groups and the draft of the 
Hamburg Master Plan ESD 2030 was created) (to be 
submitted to the Hamburg Senate by the end of 2019/ 
implementation taken place in 2020) 

Oct-18 News on the 4th WAP conference: first draft of 
masterplan available, the developed fields of action, 
goals and measures are presented/ the last three 
conferences open for public to gain broad participation/ 
this year only those who worked on the plan for the past 
one and a half years invited/ Everyone involved in the 
master plan have the opportunity to share the results of 
the other working groups 

Newsletter (Oct 2018) 

Nov-18 the 4th WAP conference: actors actively involved in the 
creation of the Hamburg master plan gathered 
together/lectures on SDGs implementation in Hamburg 
and outlooks on strategies after the end of GAP in 2019/ 
The focus of the conference was the workshops; here the 
actors involved had the opportunity to submit the 
proposed measures, to get to know and discuss the 
“other” areas of education/ young people perspectives on 
the process/ More than 100 measures for the masterplan 
at the 4th WAP conference 

Newsletter (Dec 2018) 

Mar-19 Hamburg ESD masterplan is taking shape/ Now it's time 
for a final round/ praising the committed and voluntary 
efforts from civil societies and authorities over the past 
two years/ working to have it approved/ to be decided in 
2019 and will be actively implemented from 2020. 

Newsletter (Mar 2019) 

Jul-19 Hamburg nominated for the UNESCO-Japan prize 
/Hamburg joined the Global Network of Learning Cities 

Newsletter (Jul 2019) 

Nov-19 HLN won UNESCO-Japan Prize HLN 
website/UNESCO 
website/UNESCO 
YouTube 
channel/Newsletter 
(Dec 2019) 

Dec-19 News on the 5th WAP, ESD for 2030 Newsletter (Dec 2019) 
28-Jan-20 The 5th WAP conference: Highest attendance than ever 

before, participants expressed confidence in the approval 
of the plan 

HLN 
website/Newsletter 
(Apr 2020) 

Apr-20 For A Better World' Conference (event however 
postponed to mid 2021) 

Newsletter (Apr 
2020)/UNESCO 
website 

Jul-20 The coalition partners agree the Hamburg Master Plan 
ESD 2030 “with high priority (to be implemented) 

Newsletter (Apr 
2020)/the Coalition 
agreement on 
cooperation between 
the social democrats 
and the Greens 
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B. Interview Questions Formulation 

Concept Sub-concept indicators questions 
Community Belonging 
Participation 
 
Commonality 

Community of 
practice 
Belonging 
Engagement 
Participation 
Joint enterprise 
Accountability 
Commonality 
Alignment 
Shared 
repertoire 

sustained mutual 
relationships (harmonic, 
conflictual) 

How would you describe the 
relationships among the members of 
the initiative? 

shared ways of engaging in 
doing things 
together/shared 
accountability 

Can you tell me about how the tasks 
got divided among the members? 
What was done together? What was 
not? Were there also sub-groups? 

mutually defining identities/ 
styles recognized as 
displaying membership 

What would you say are the 
common interests/values shared 
among the members of the 
initiative? Would you say that that’s 
what defines your collective 
identities? Or are there others? 

shared stories, inside jokes, 
knowing laughter 

Can you describe a typical day 
working together on the 
masterplan? How was the 
ambience/energy in the room? Was 
it relaxing, stressful, working round 
the clock? 

participation Can you tell me about the levels of 
participation/cooperation within the 
working group? How was the 
dynamic of the participation? 

Envisioning Future thinking 
Imagination 
Envisioning 
Goal Setting 

shared visions Can you describe the vision or the 
aim of the initiative?  what has 
influenced or informed this vision? 

links between long-term 
goals and immediate 
actions are established 

How has the initiative planned to 
achieve it? 

Context Situated 
cognition 
Social context 

understanding a specific 
local challenge 

Can you tell me about the issues in 
regard to ESD that are central and 
essential to Hamburg? Why is this 
the case? 

learning together to address 
the challenge/able to reflect 
on their actions and discuss 
issues and problems with 
fellow members 

How does each working group work 
together to address this issue? 

System Integration 
Partnership/ 
Relationship 

Partnership 
Relationship 

Partnerships Can you briefly describe the 
partnerships with the city of 
Hamburg? From which sectors they 
represent? 

Maintaining relationship of 
stakeholders/members of 
community 

The initiative has grown over time, 
what are the strategies used to 
maintain and expand the network to 
reach the whole city? 

Integration Integration 
interdependency 

Coordination/Collaboration/ 
Cooperation/co-creating 
across units 

How well do each working group 
communicate with one another? 
How much do they interact? In what 
ways? 
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System 
orientation 

Systemic 
thinking 

Plan, approach the issue 
with systemic thinking 

What is the advantage according to 
you of having six working groups 
on different sector? What's the 
advantage of bringing such a large 
group of different stakeholders 
together? 

Reflection 
Critical 
Thinking 

Critical thinking 
Reflection 
Reflexivity 

uncover assumptions, 
challenge assumed 
knowledge and question 
current thinking 
 

Can you tell me about the times 
when the assumptions or assumed 
knowledge about ESD/sustainability 
have been challenged? What the 
group once thought about what ESD 
is about might have changed, if 
that’s the case, can you tell me how 
it happened? 
Beside the meetings, were there also 
other activities such as workshop, 
field visit, guest lecture, taking 
place to provide opportunities for 
dialogue/reflections? Were they 
helpful? 
What have you learned throughout 
the process? What have you 
discovered? 

Diversity Diversity diverse group of people 
working together, 
benefiting the initiative 

Looking into the people in your 
working group, what kind of 
background do they have, what kind 
of technical skills do they have, 
expertise do they have, what kind of 
institution they represent? 
how do you feel about this? is this 
good enough, should it have been 
different? 
Did it work, the diversity? how well 
did it work? Were you always in 
agreement, given your diversity? 
Were you also sometimes in 
disagreement? and Were there 
maybe conflicts?  

Facilitation Conflict 
Negotiation 
Facilitation 

being able to resolve the 
disagreement 

Did conflict affect the way you 
were working? Was it about the 
content of what was discussed in the 
masterplan? Or others?  
How did you solve the conflict? or 
if they say that no, we were always 
in agreement (then ask how did you 
do that, because I know from 
experience, from literature, that 
groups are not necessarily always in 
agreement, so how did you manage 
to keep them in agreement? 

Self- Efficacy Personal 
Aspiration 
Self-Efficacy 

Connecting personal 
aspirations for sustainability 
to the work at hand 

Can you tell me about your 
motivations to join the initiative? 
Do they influence the way you work 
for the initiative? In what ways? 
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Be confident in the ability 
to successfully perform a 
specific type of action/task 

How did you/the group feel when 
you completed the work for the 
masterplan?  
Has it been a difficult task, or you 
were always confident that the 
group would be able to carry out the 
task? 

Infrastructure 
Infrastructure Infrastructure flow of information 

 
How did you arrange the meetings? 
What’s the communication method 
among the group member?  
How did the members get notified 
of any news/events within the 
initiative? 
Was it efficient? 

The initiative is sufficiently 
financed 

Can you tell me about how the 
initiative is supported financially? 

There are a great number of 
people involved 

How many people involved in the 
initiative? 

There exists a support from 
the official authority 

Who is the official authority? Did 
you need approval from 
him/her/them? How did you gain 
support from the authoritative 
figures? 
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C. Interview Questions Simplified  

First, please briefly introduce yourself: the roles both outside and within the initiative. 

1. Why do you join the HLN initiative? What are the motivations? 
2. The HLN won the UNESCO-Japan prize, what do you think the initiative did so well? What not so well 
and can be improved? What do you consider as success? 
3. What are the three most important factors that explain the success of the initiative? What are some of 
the main challenges for the initiative to reach the city scale ESD implementation? 
4. Can you briefly describe the master plan? What it is, what does it entail, what is the aim of the master 
plan? 

Specific to the working group 

5. Can you describe how your working group worked on the plan? Perhaps, describe a typical day 
working on the plan? how did the work get divided? Were there sub-groups? Were there facilitators? How 
was the working atmosphere? How did your group arrive at what should be included in the plan? Were 
there workshops, field visits, or other activities that would help in the process of drafting? 
6. What was the level of participation and engagement of the members of the group?  
7. How were the relationships among the members? 
8. What are the common interests/values shared by the members? 
9. What are some of the background/ area of expertise/ institutions the members in your working group 
represent?  
10. Do you feel that this is a good representation? 
11. Did the diversity work? were you always in agreement? or there were sometimes conflicts working 
together on the plan? [assuming there were conflicts, what were they usually about? (the content of the 
plan, the process, or others?) how did your group resolve the disagreements?] Ask for examples. 
12. What have you learned throughout the whole master plan drafting process? What have you learned 
from your group members during the process? 

HLN 

13. What do you think people wish to gain from joining the HLN? Why do you think people join the 
initiative? 
14. Do members of the community (i.e. teachers, students in Hamburg) have a say in what to be included 
in the plan? Can you briefly describe your partnerships with different sectors in the city? From which 
sector is the most represented? Where do you see the initiative should reach out more, if any? What are 
the strategies to maintain and expand the network? 
15. How much interaction took place among the different working groups in drafting the plan? How well 
do the groups communicate with one another? What are the advantages of having six working groups on 
different sector? 
16. How did the group feel when the master plan was completed? 
17. How easy/difficult was the task? 
18. Were you confident that your group would be able to finish the task? 
19. Has your idea of ESD changed from before joining the initiative and after?  
20. How has the HLN initiative impacted/influenced the members?  
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D. How the HLN meets the UNESCO-Japan Prize main criteria 

According to UNESCO (2015), the project/program of the nominee are assessed on the basis of the 
following criteria: Transformation, Integration, and Innovation. 

A) Transformation: 
UNESCO values ESD as transformative education that empowers learners to transform themselves and the 
society, bringing about changes for a more just, peaceful and sustainable world. The HLN fulfilled this 
criterion as it highlighted the support from all educational areas in reaching the city’s goal to reduce the 
CO2 emissions.  

“In kindergartens, schools, vocational training and university climate change is an important issue in 
teaching. From there the idea spreads out into public and entails similar requirements at local level. The 
administration in districts try to motivate people through competitions and grants. In universities, the 
number of climate relates courses of studies and research rises because of the high quality and excellence 
clusters.[.…] the campaign “public enterprises as partners” created inventions and new jobs in Hamburg 
(e.g. in wind-energy engineering or renewables business).” 

B) Integration: 
Another key definition of success valued by UNESCO is that the project/program addresses the three 
dimensions of SD (society, economy, environment) in an integrated manner, which then helps learners 
understand the interdependence between them and act accordingly. The HLN explained how “[i]n German 
cities it is not very common that different public authorities work together,” yet when the Hamburg Senate 
decided to create an ESD masterplan, all relevant administrative authorities were bound to join in.    

“Within the masterplan steering committee members from different field of administration had and have to 
make decisions with people from NGOs and public organizations. They discuss every issue under a holistic 
view of sustainability (e.g. climate issues from economical, ecological and social point of view). While ESD 
has become an integrative part of the sustainability strategy of Hamburg and vice versa.” 

C) Innovation: 
UNESCO also looks for project/program that displays an innovative approach to ESD, whether that be the 
themes, the methodology, the way the learning environment is designed, or how the project/program reaches 
out to other sectors and new partners outside education. The HLN fulfilled this aspect with the overall 
cooperation of different administration bodies together with NGOs in political discussion and education.  

“First priority is the most positive impact for the city and its inhabitants. After finding the best solution, 
financial topics will be tackled. ESD does not mean just spending public money to avoid or to adapt climate 
change. ESD has to be a “multiplier” by bringing value for society (e.g. education law) and sometimes even 
cost cutting since it can prevent negative social effects. ESD shows that it influences not only education 
laws and teaching practices, but it can also be helpful to bring knowledge about sustainability principles 
into public and can change behavior in a climate-friendly way.” 

Apart from these three criteria, when looking at a successful ESD for the prize, UNESCO also adds that 
the project/program should have been running for at least 4 years; have high impact in relation to the 
resources invested; can be replicate and scale up and; contribute to one or more of the five Priority Action 
Areas of the GAP (UNESCO, 2015b).  

 

 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


