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“Most of the narratives, metrics and directions around sustainability

and our unsustainable societies are negative. 
…the climate crisis; catastrophic biodiversity and habitat loss; energy, water and material shortages amid ever increasing 

consumerist drivers; ocean acidification; growing levels of socio-economic inequality; degrading social infrastructure; 

increasing wealth accumulation, greed, social atomization and social isolation, and lack of institutional trust.

....The increasingly doom laden warnings, ailings and failings described above, while based in 

science and reality, hardly inspire the type of creative transformational action necessary.” 

The Irish Times, 1 June 2023

Main headline; 

The Irish Times 

14 October 2022

The Irish Times 14 June 2023
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The Irish Times,  

1 June 2023. p. 6

Rockstrom et al., Nature, 31 May 2023

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-023-06083-8

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-023-06083-8
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The Irish Times,  

7 June 2023. p. 8

Why do we struggle to see                

the wood from the trees?

New York, 7 June 2023
Angela Weiss/AFP via Getty Images, Forbes
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Arial shot of the Amazon, Para State, Brazil, August 2020 
(AP Photo/Andre Penner)

Arial shot of the Amazon, Para State, Brazil, August 2020 
(AP Photo/Andre Penner)
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Struggling to see the wood from the trees..

Brazil's Amazon deforestation surges to 15-year high, undercutting government pledge                                                                       
(J. Spring & A. Broadle, Reuters, Nov. 19, 2021.)

Cattle graze in a land recently burned and deforested by cattle farmers near Novo Progresso, Para state, Brazil, 
Sunday, Aug. 23, 2020. (AP Photo/Andre Penner)
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Running delivers myriad health benefits for body and 

mind. 

-reduced the risk of fatal heart attack or stroke

-improved glucose control

-lowered blood pressure

-lower risk of type 2 diabetes 

-lower risk of many cancers, including breast, colon and 

lung. 

-recreational runners actually show less wear and tear on 

their joints. 

-helps safeguard bone density, reducing risk of 

osteoporosis. 

-aids weight loss 

-help feel calmer, happier and more resistant to stress

-reduced anxiety and depression, and improved mood

-combat cognitive decline.

Murphy, S. (2017) Why should I run? Runner’s World, 3 

January 2017.
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“Racing along out on the trails, or even through the 

busy streets of a city, splashing through puddles, 

letting the rain drench us, the wind ruffle us, we begin 

to sense a faint recollection of that childish joy. 

Somewhere a primal essence stirs deep within us; this 

being born not to sit at a desk or read newspapers and 

drink coffee, but to live a wilder existence. 

But if we push on, running harder, deeper into the 

loneliness, further away from the world and the 

structure of our lives, we begin to feel strangely 

elated, detached yet at the same time connected, 

connected to ourselves. With nothing but our own two 

legs moving us, we begin to get a vague, tingling 

sense of who, or what, we really are.

It may only be chemicals shooting around in your 

brain, but after a long run everything seems right in 

the world. Everything is at peace.”

Roger Bannister, The Four Minute Mile (1955):

On running: ‘I discovered a new unity with nature. 

I had found a new source of power and beauty, a 

source I never dreamt existed.’

The Guardian,

5 Feb 2013
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Roger Bannister, The Four Minute Mile (1955):

On running: ‘I discovered a new unity with nature. 

I had found a new source of power and beauty, a 

source I never dreamt existed.’

John Ehrenfeld’s ‘Tao of  Sustainability’: 

Flourishing through CARE for (domains of): 

Self; Others; World around; Non-Material

The Guardian,

5 Feb 2013

Features

1. All Positive: FLOURISHING (no negative/cutting back)

2. Emphasized CONNECTION; including through CARE/LOVE 

Charles Eisenstein’s Mother Earth metaphor of Care/Love
(Climate – A new story, 2018): ‘Why should I love my son?’

“..Maybe I’ll abandon him—what do you think?

..Well, Charles, if you do that you might go to jail for child neglect. 

And even if you get away with it, he won’t be willing to support you 

in your old age. Besides, what will the neighbors think?

“You’re right,” I say. “I guess I’d better take care of him after all.”

Herein lies a problem: that answer also implies that if your health 

and livelihood are not threatened, then you needn’t care.

Moreover, even if you intellectually accept that biodiversity loss 

threatens human well-being, there is little in our lived experience to 

confirm it, since modern life so thoroughly insulates us from nature. 

“When we propose the question “Why should I care?” and offer an 

answer, we have forfeited the argument. Caring about other beings, 

about life, about our planet is aboriginal to our humanness. To 

offer someone a selfish reason for caring is an insult. It says, “I 

know you. If it weren’t for the threat to your wealth, health, or ego, 

you’d be just as happy to trample everything else for personal gain.”
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“What then can the 

ordinary engineering 

graduate make of this, 

whose life and career 

ahead is both challenged 

to help address these 

deeply systemic issues, 

while somehow, as a 

citizen of our planet, 

make some sort of 

positive difference or 

contribution?”

Assignment Spec: “Identify, research and outline an example or case study of an 

authentically positive initiative or idea which can genuinely help precipitate 

transformational change towards sustainability. …critique its implementation, 

identifying potential barriers for implementation, how these might be overcome, 

potential consequences, difficulties or problematic issues.”

“A range of projects and ideas were proposed by the 13 groups.”….
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Pfandsystem (plastic bottle deposit returns) The Pfand system of plastic 

bottle deposit returns that is very popular in Germany, and across 

mainland Europe. 

https://dpg-pfandsystem.de/index.php/en/

Frugal design 

“Good design is as little design as 

possible.” Dieter Rams

“The capacity to simplify means to 

eliminate the unnecessary so that the 

necessary may speak.” 

Hans Hofmann.

Reverse innovation, which 

evolved from the core concept of 

frugal design, aims to design out 

complexity to achieve simple, 

functional products with minimal 

waste and excess components.

Reducing Complexity while 
Maintaining Core Functionality

Design out Non-Essential 
Components and Materials

Incorporate Locally Available 
Materials and Resources

Sustainability Based Value Proposition 
to Gain Market Share

https://dpg-pfandsystem.de/index.php/en/
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Beara Atlantic temperate rainforest (Beara peninsula, west Cork, Ireland) 

The Beara Rainforest initiative, run and coordinated by eco-entrepreneur 

Eoghan Daltun on his 72 acre woodland area on the Beara peninsula. 

https://beararainforest.com/

The Green Schools Programme allows young people to learn more about 

and put into practice various environmental issues as part of a Schoolwide

programme (which earn green flags, flown at School sites). This is may be 

used as a catalyst for broader societal change outside the school gates. 

Undoubtedly, it is important for young people to feel like they can be 

part of the solution.

https://greenschoolsireland.org/
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WASP 3D Printing Architecture/eco-homes. This appealing concept helps 

bring people back in touch with nature, working with what the planet 

naturally provides, but respectfully. 

Involves transformative change, 

alongside the creativity that 

architecture can bring, while seeking

to be ecologically sound. 

https://www.3dwasp.com/en/3d-printing-architecture/

EESD 2023, Colorado State University, Fort Collins, CO, USA 18-21 June 2023   E.P. Byrne

Student Feedback
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To what extent do you feel narratives around 'positive actions' are more valuable 

that negative narratives (e.g. 'need for cutting back') in helping precipitate societal 

sustainability transformation? (5 stars: 'positive actions' narratives strongly best)

Among the 32 who voted, an overwhelming level of support for the proposition

A. Futility of wallowing in “doom and gloom”
I think that the all-too-common “doom and gloom” approach makes people defeatists, or at worst, causes them 

to push back against climate change.

Fear appeals to frighten people into action have been proven to overwhelm. And for such a wicked problem as 

climate change, the motivation to act as an individual can feel pointless.

C. Empowerment:
I believe that emphasizing positive actions and empowering individuals and communities to take meaningful 

steps are essential for progress towards transformative change for sustainability. This gives them a sense that they 

are making a meaningful contribution.

B. Value of Positive Actions/Initiatives: Hope:
Positive initiatives provide much more of a sense of hope than the normal doom and gloom which is frequently 

referenced. 

The urge to make sacrifices can occasionally feel negative and overwhelming, leaving one feeling guilty or 

helpless. On the other side, encouraging behaviors and projects give people a sense of power and hope. They 

inspire people and communities to take action by offering a concrete means to make a contribution to the 

solution as opposed to just feeling useless in the face of a massive problem.

Nine common themes were reported by students, as part of reflective feedback;
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D. Value of Local/Community Actions:
[Such actions] make you feel almost more connected to your community and increase the commitment of 

making the difference.

By focusing too much on the global issues, it can often create a sense of hopelessness, but if we take small steps at 

a local level this can often create the most effective change. Certainly it is these local actions that eventually 

culminate to create the 'global'.

E. Value of Interconnection/Collaboration/Partnership:
Through this assignment, I gained insight into the importance of collaboration and partnerships in achieving 

transformational change towards sustainability. Working together with other organizations and stakeholders, we can 

create a more comprehensive and effective approach to sustainability.

The main reflection I believe we, as a group took from this assignment, is that transformative change toward 

sustainability can only be achieved through a collective effort.

F. Motivational:
It’s important to show people that it is possible to make a difference. If people are constantly telling others ‘’You 

need to cut back on this because….’’, people will not change but if they physically see this change happening, they 

will be motivated to help too.

Positive initiatives are more likely to be motivating as they promote growth and development, whereas 

cutback narratives can be demotivating as they emphasize the need to reduce or limit behaviour.

G. Value of storytelling/positive narratives:
Positive narratives also empower people to make a positive action.

We as a people have the storytelling seanchaí [i.e. indigenous Gaelic storyteller] tradition, let’s use this and tell 

encouraging tales about the positive directions to go and how we can get there.

H. Valuing frugal and simplicity:
From 1920s Bauhaus to the emergence of the minimalist design tradition in the 1960s, beauty and desirability 

in simplicity is a well-established phenomenon. Spiritual contemplative traditions saw not only the benefits on the 

mind, but the inherent beauty of simplicity long before these twentieth century design schools.

I. Positive actions promote ambition:
From this assignment in particular, an insight I gained is that once a clear goal is set out with a mindset of 

positive actions, it immediately changes the brainstorming dynamic. In the past with similar assignments relating 

to sustainability, when I’ve not been told to come at the work with a positive action, it is easy to find myself choosing 

a limiting option, because naturally, it still works. However, in this project, when that option was ruled out from the 

get-go, the group was instantly being more daring and showing greater reach with the ideas being suggested.
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In Conclusion..

The assignment generated an overwhelmingly positive response. 

Authentic positive actions and initiatives have many compelling attributes.

Common acceptance that initiatives such as these are required to elicit required 

levels of motivation and 

empowerment, if we may 

hope to succeed in facilitating

the real and meaningful 

transformational change

at the level required 

following the scientific 

consensus.
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