
 
 

Summary of workshop discussion panels 

 

Format of workshop discussion panels 
The concept of TARDIS 2016 strongly built on the idea of putting the rich expertise of the convened 

workshop participants to optimal use by providing platforms for intensive discourse. The objective 

was to use interdisciplinary expert discussions to break new ground in understanding the relationship 

between growth and sustainable development. In order to achieve intensive exchange of ideas 

between the participants, four sub-panels where established to keep the number of disputants 

manageable and allow everyone to contribute. The method of “World Café” was chosen to ensure 

that every participant had the opportunity to contribute to all aspects raised in the workshop. This 

method requires as many tables with fixed table hosts as disputant groups. Each table is assigned a 

certain aspect of the general discussion topic. The disputant groups are assigned to a starting table, 

discuss the particular aspect treated at this table for a limited time (20 minutes). Every intervention 

shall be noted down on the paper cover on the table. After the time limit elapses, the disputants 

rotate to the next table. The table host is responsible for briefly summarising the findings of the 

previous group(s), allowing the incoming group to build on the results of discussion already achieved, 

either critiquing or sharpening them or raising new ideas. Finally the table hosts (with assistance 

from participants) summarises the discussion in the plenum. Following this method guarantees that 

(1) every participant contributes to all aspects of the topics raised, and (2) the discussion remains 

efficient with minimal repetition of arguments. 

For TARDIS 2016 the following general topics where chosen: 

1. The meaning of Growth 

2. Limits that must not be outgrown 

3. Growth contradicting sustainable development 

4. What shall grow, what shall be reduced? 

All these topics where discussed at four tables that dealt with the following (fixed) aspects: 

a) ecological (table host Heriberto Cabezas) 

b) economic (table host Urmila Diwekar) 

c) social (table host Rupert Baumgartner/Michael Eder) 

d) cultural (table host Michael Narodoslawsky) 

The Meaning of Growth (Wednesday, Oct.19th, 14.30-15.50 h) 

Ecological aspects  

The participants noted at this table that while there is growth in nature it is balanced by destruction 

and decline. Rather than “growing”, nature is “developing”, changing towards different systems by 

re-organising and re-shaping a relatively stable and definitely limited material basis. This contrasts 

with human societal and economic growth, which is oriented towards increasing the well-being and 

flourishing of our species. Increasing population in combination with increasing demands caused by 

the dynamics of “flourishing” lead to subjugating ever more of the limited material basis and 

naturally evolved structures under the rules of the dynamically expanding “growth” of the human 

species. As these rules are not (always) in agreement with those of re-shaping, re-ordering in nature, 

this leads to increased appropriation of material as well as structural resources (e.g. DNA of plants 

and animals, structure of landscapes) by our species. Natural material systems and naturally evolved 

structures are however, the life support systems on which growth in numbers and well-being  
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(“flourishing”) of our species critically depend. Endangering these life support systems will eventually 

impede this flourishing of our species. This applies to “reservoirs” (the material basis of natural 

development as well as human growth in number and well-being) and in some cases (e.g. fossil 

resources, critical nutrients like phosphor, regional water tables, etc.) this can already be noticed. It 

applies equally to ecosystem services like the ability to absorb emissions or fertility of land and 

oceans. 

Besides this fundamental ecological aspect of growth in human appropriation of nature, participants 

also pointed towards other ecological aspects of an ever more growing and appropriating human 

species. Growth is dynamic and not distributed equally, and so is the impact of humanity on 

ecological systems. This leads to spatially and temporally concentrated assaults on natural life 

support systems from either extracting resources or emitting wastes from human activities. This 

leads to human impacts far above a “global average” on critical eco-systems, resulting in humanity 

punching above her already considerably weight.  

A further point raised at this table concerned the nature of human flourishing, which also results in 

innovation and consequently in more efficient ways to use natural resources and services. 

Participants pointed to the tendency that natural resources and services saved by technologies that 

are more efficient might not lead to less human appropriation, but to higher dynamic of “flourishing” 

and growth. These “rebound effects” might offset the gains of technical progress that comes with 

human development. 

Economic aspects 

Participants discussed at this table both the meaning of growth from the economic vantage point as 

well as the link between economic growth and human impact on natural systems. The disputants 

noted the close relationship between the concept of economic growth and the measure of GDP, as 

economic growth in many discourses is almost synonymous with growth in GDP. Given the origin of 

the measure as a means to estimate the economic capability of a nation to wage war, many 

interventions raised doubts if this strong link between the concept of economic growth, and the 

focus on GDP growth as a sign for economic growth makes sense. It was particularly noted several 

times that many activities that harm the environment increase GDP without noticeably increasing 

human well-being. It was also raised that optimising human activities according to sustainability 

measures will lead to relatively small reductions in GDP growth, whereas when optimising with GDP 

as the only focus, economic systems tend to show disproportionally large ecological footprints. 

If economic growth is looked at in a broader sense, the participants pointed to its role as orientation 

for economic activity. Growth is at the centre of our current economic system and is closely linked to 

accepting inequality: without the incentive to grow that comes from inequality, the incentive for 

economic (and technological) progress would be taken away. On the other hand, growth allows for a 

certain degree of inequality as it allows to avoid a possibly destructive fight for re-distribution of 

wealth as growth “raises all boats”. 

Growth, however, has a tendency to beget growth. This is particularly true for infrastructure as 

securing, maintaining and improving existing infrastructure is a considerable motor of economic 

growth. 

The participants at this table pointed out that “growth” has to be seen in a differentiated way. There 

are still human services and goods that have to grow, like libraries and education as well as provision 

of food for all. There was however agreement that the link between growth and human  
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environmental impact is not sustainable. This lead to a twofold line of arguments, about the role of 

economic growth for de-coupling economic progress and environmental impact, and about the 

relation between value systems and growth. In the first line of arguments, it was pointed out that 

economic growth provides the wealth to develop and implement ecologically efficient technologies 

and finally de-couple growth and ecological impact. Some participants argued that de-coupling 

currently is mainly observable in rich countries, but there were dissenting voices that linked this 

observed de-coupling with exporting of polluting activities to poorer countries. There was however 

agreement that switching to more efficient technologies and a general de-carbonisation of society 

will require major financial resources. 

Following the other line of arguments, it was discussed that the current pricing system does not 

account for ecological impacts, and that no economic value is assigned to many eco-services and to 

many forms of natural capital like endangered species. Economic performance in general is 

dependent on a societal evaluation of goods and services. This is a normative dimension, depending 

on a societal discourse about value assignment to goods and services resulting from individual 

preferences and valuations. Assigning economic value to services and goods that currently are not 

valued, and that have no or low ecological impact will automatically lead to de-coupling of economic 

growth and human appropriation of nature without changing the current profit and growth oriented 

orientation of society. 

Societal aspects 

At this table, the theme of good vs. bad growth already touched upon in the previous paragraphs 

recurred in the discussions. In particular, the participants pointed to the discrepancy of GDP growth 

and flat development or even decrease of the number of jobs. 

From a societal point of view, economic growth alone is insufficient. Growth is only worthwhile if it 

stabilises societal interaction and increases social capital and trust. Economic growth is only a tool to 

achieve these goals but not an end in itself. What has to grow is subject to a normative discourse 

within society. This normative societal basis may also define bounds to growth: upper limits that 

must not be outgrown (e.g. inequality within society) as well as lower limits that must be met as 

conditions for societal development such as the provision of sufficient food, water, health care and 

security for all. 

The process to achieve societally acceptable growth requires both, an evaluation and a legal 

framework. The former is necessary to identify progress (or lack of it) in terms of societal 

development. The participants strongly doubted that current economic measures like the GDP fulfil 

this task, alternative measures such as the HDI may be necessary. The legal framework is necessary 

to allow for translating the normative basis into operational guidelines for societal interaction.  

As societally acceptable growth is primarily defined by a normative basis resulting from societal 

discourse, visions must give orientation to societal development. Such visions may however not be 

developed and implemented top-down, also a social mobilization for the “greater good” from 

bottom-up is needed. These visions emerge from stories and narratives and gradually change the 

normative foundations of society. This is the point where political and societal leadership can pick up 

these visions, realise a change, and bring societal progress about.  

Cultural aspects 

The starting point of discussions at this table was the idea that culture is a human emanation of 

evolution. As such, cultural development is inherently linked to transcending limitations met by  
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humankind in the course of its development. The most pressing limitations that humanity faces at 

this turn of the development road is the tendency to destroy the global life support systems by the 

results of economic growth. Cultural development therefore is bound to transcend this limitation to 

human development. Like Adam Smith’s invisible hand, cultural development may lead us to de-

coupling (the participants termed this Han Brezet’s invisible cultural hand). 

By definition culture as an emanation of human evolution is limitless. This makes culture and cultural 

activities a rare space for unlimited growth. Even if economies are hampered in their growth by their 

ecological repercussions, cultural development and growth in the cultural capital of humankind can 

and will grow as long as the species survives. 

As an emerging property of human development, culture is dependent on information exchange, and 

that in term is dependent on human population density. Inhomogeneous population density has led 

to the emergence of a diversity of cultures as we see them today. The same effect can however also 

arise when information travels along preferred paths as seen in the echo-chambers of current social 

media. This may lead to the emergence of “cultural lock-in”, a situation where a certain group/elite 

develops a particular culture that begins to feed on itself. Some participants pointed towards a 

“culture of growth” as such a cultural lock-in, generating on the one hand a self-referenced paradigm 

allowing no other development path. This culture of growth also results in a growth ethos that 

stresses competitiveness, self-exploitation and in the extreme form greed. 

The basis for cultural development are shared narratives and stories. Similar to the discussions at the 

societal aspects table, visions and narratives were identified by the participants as the most 

important tools for change, in particular to break a “growth culture lock-in”. Many participants 

however cautioned that such a change requires a timeframe of generations. The basic requisite are 

narratives that resonate in the respective cultural context, and that have the potential to break 

individual barriers and inertia. The purpose of these narratives is to lay the foundation for the 

societal infrastructure of trust and common understanding that in turn forms the basement for 

changing societal norms. 

Limits that must not be outgrown (Thursday, Oct. 20th 2016, 9.45 – 11.10 h) 

Ecological aspects 

A major concern voiced by participants at this table was that eco-systems on the regional and local 

level must not be pushed to failure by human activities. This echoed the observation made earlier at 

this table that economic growth and the ecological impact associated with it is not distributed 

homogenously. This means that locally the ecological consequences of economic activities may be far 

larger than on a global average. Participants pointed to water and classical nutrients like nitrogen 

and phosphor that may either be depleted or emitted locally in amounts that lead to the breakdown 

of eco-systems. Likewise, humus in soil can be severely depleted by current agricultural practices, 

adding to global climate change but reducing fertility and water retention in local eco-systems.  

Besides emissions or resource depletion, there are also structural limits that if transgressed will lead 

to severe implications on eco-systems. Examples put forward by participants concerned land use and 

land cover change that may result in massive disruptions of local/regional water cycles, leading to 

soil degradation and surface temperature increases as well. These limits have to be observed by 

local/regional management of material flows as well as land use. 

The degradation of local eco-systems in itself adds up to a global problem and an ecological limit to 

growth related human impact on the environment. There are, however, truly planetary limitations to  
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human ecological impact linked to an ever growing economy. The classical example of this is global 

climate change linked to excessive utilisation of fossil resources. The participants at this table added 

the problem of biological migration of pathogens, caused by either climate change or traffic of goods 

and persons as an additional concern.  

On a more general level, the participants identified the net appropriation of primary production as a 

limited eco-service. The current level of roughly a quarter to a third of appropriation by human 

activities may already be close or even already above the ratio that may be sustained indefinitely. 

In order to avoid limits that may lead to irreversible damage to the ecological life support systems, 

human society must accept constraints to its activities. These constraints must be defined in a way 

that keeps environmental conditions safely clear from transgressing eco-service limits. The 

participants identified education as a key element to inform society on these limits and to making the 

constraints socially acceptable. 

Economic aspects 

At this table, the participants strongly indicated economic inequity as something that has to be 

limited. Although a number of disputants saw some inequality as necessary to drive progress, a 

major part of the discussion was dedicated to the development of income disparity driven by 

globalisation (the so called “elephant curve”). Globalisation certainly had a beneficial impact on the 

poorer part of global population though at the same time it penalised the global middle class and 

disproportionately favoured the small elite of the global rich. The disparity between the global 

middle class and the global rich has to be limited (or even better, decreased) in order to stabilise 

societies. Some participants called for a “cap on greed” in this relation. 

Another economic factor that some participants wanted to be limited was money supply. In 

particular, the discussion focussed on limiting the amount of money banks can lend in relation to 

their capital as well as on taxation to limit capital gains from the stock market. This, however, would 

require an agreement across society lest it aggravates the very problems that it is meant to solve. 

This topic was further evolved as some participants called for an asset based economy that is limited 

by the real (natural and ecological) assets of our planet. Many interventions elaborated on the topic 

of natural limits to economic activities. There are obvious thermodynamic limitations to real 

production systems, and there are limited amounts of many crucial resources, e.g. fossil resources. 

Resource limits as well as limitations in eco-services put natural limits to economic activities. A linear 

economy will no longer be possible, requiring new approaches to deal with an economy under the 

boundary condition of limited planetary assets. Schemes for circular economy as well as non-linear 

economic models should reduce economy’s blindness to natural limits. Some participants pointed 

out, that lower limits to prices that include social and environmental costs could be a tool for these 

models and schemes. 

The disputants at this table however saw that limitless innovation may be the main asset to meet the 

challenges posed by limits to economic activities. 

Social aspects 

At this table, participants established upper and lower limits for factors defining social development. 

They indicated that unabated global population growth might be a major destabilising factor for 

sustainable social development and, therefore, should be limited. Another factor that clearly is in  
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need of capping, according to the interventions at this table, is the accumulation of wealth and 

power. 

Besides that, some disputants voiced concern by a further growth of the demarcation between 

different social groups, either racial, ethnic or defined by class. The concept of group identity was 

critically appraised, and interventions warned about its unabated “growth” towards tribalism. Future 

societal development must be characterised by a suitable balance of individualism versus 

collectivism. 

Sustainable social development however also requires lower limits to a number of critical factors. 

Above all, this applies to global justice. Without a basic level of global justice, a thriving global society 

is unthinkable. This was seen by many participants as the flip side of limitations to inequality and 

power accumulation. There were however strong voices in the discussion that pointed out that 

global justice alone is insufficient. Justice also must not fall below a certain limit on the local level. 

Another major factor that needs to be kept above a lower limit is education. Many participants saw a 

sufficient level of education as a necessary precondition for keeping other factors within their 

necessary limits, in particular global population size and local as well as global justice. 

Enablers for keeping societal development within sustainable limits were also identified in the 

discussions at this table. They include universally accessible knowledge as well as the global and local 

rule of law. 

Cultural aspects 

There was a strong conviction of participants voiced at this table: There are no limits to cultural 

development, neither on the global nor on the local level. 

From the cultural viewpoint, disputants discerned two emanations of limits: Limits seen as “hard 

limits or walls” and limits seen as “borders or interfaces”. Cultural approaches differ markedly for 

these two emanations. When limits are seen as interfaces, the approach is more often than not the 

attempt to “reach across the border” and to engage with what is beyond. This applies to some 

degree to the borders between different cultures as well as to perceived borders between humanity 

and nature. 

When limits are seen as walls, the approach is often to look for the “hidden gate” to overcome the 

limitation. This is very often the approach towards natural limitations to economic activities, in 

particular eco-service limits. Sustainability, however, requires a precautionary dealing with such 

limits, which is nothing else than to assume that these limits are indeed “hard” until proven different 

otherwise.  

Accepting limits to be hard means accepting that innovation has to take these limits as boundary 

conditions. This requires the establishment of constraints as cultural/political constructs that keep 

human activities at a safe distance from the accepted hard limits.  

There was consensus at the table however, that limits are inherent properties of culture, defined by 

the worldview resulting from a certain culture. As such, limits are the daughters of time and space, 

and they are relative to the development stage of a certain culture. This also means that limits vary 

between different cultures, and they may not be easily transferable from one culture to another. 

This cultural property of limits raised some critical interventions at the table. If there is a solid link 

between cultures and limits, may there be any globally acceptable limits? In addition, if so, who  
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decides about these limits, and who defines the constraints necessary to keep development within 

those globally accepted limits? How could conflicting systems of limits be resolved on a global level? 

The questions raised led some participants to call for a global culture enabling equal access to 

political debate as a precondition to define globally accepted limits and constraints. Such a culture 

must be based on acceptance of human rights and must acknowledge the existence of universal 

human needs. 

Growth contradicting sustainable development (Thursday Oct. 20th 2016, 14.45-16.10 h) 

Ecological aspects 

Participants reiterated in their interventions that the sustainable development goals as defined by 

the United Nations form necessary conditions for sustainable development. From the ecological 

point of view goals 13 (urgent action against climate change), 14 (conserve and sustainably use 

oceans, seas and marine resources) and 15 (protect, restore and promote sustainable use of 

terrestrial eco-systems) are of particular importance. Although, there were interventions that 

pointed towards possible contradictions within these goals: Combating hunger may lead to more and 

more intensive agriculture, burdening eco-systems. Provision of cheap energy and an affordable 

supply of water may lead to more exploitation of limited natural resources. 

On the one hand, the discussion touched on a number of topics, where growth clearly contradicts 

sustainable development. This is the case for growing consumption and the growing trend towards 

meat in the diets of an ever-larger part of the global population. This leads not only to direct health 

problems (e.g. increase in obesity) but also to more waste and burdens to eco-systems. The same is 

true for the growth in transport (in particular air transport), the growth in production and 

consumption of more and more diverse chemicals and growth in resource exploitation. Put in 

general, the disputants observed that a growth in the ability to “colonise” nature (and people!) runs 

against sustainable development. 

On the other hand, interventions at this table indicated factors where growth actually leads to 

strengthening of sustainable development. A growth in the quality of (environmental and cultural) 

heritage as well as a growth in cultural narratives of sustainability successes clearly supports 

sustainable development. So does a growth in the use and development of renewable energy 

technologies and in measures of circular economy. The same is true for a growth in efficiency in the 

use of resources in general, that comes with adhering to the “six R’s”, rethink, refuse, reduce, repair, 

reuse and recycle. 

Economic aspects 

At this table, participants strongly emphasised that GDP growth is currently counteracting 

sustainable development. It was also mentioned that globalisation is counter to sustainable 

development as long as it is solely driven by increasing global GDP. The participants also identified 

other economic factors whose growth is detrimental to sustainable development. They include a 

growth in consumption and debt as well. 

Some current economic trends were seen with suspicion by the disputants at this table with regard 

to their possible detrimental role for sustainable development. They include the behaviour of multi-

national companies who do not provide an adequate contribution to society via taxes, and the 

growth of stock markets and hedge funds. In addition, some participants saw a growth of the 

discrepancy between asset basis and monetary capital as unsustainable. 
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Besides the direct impacts of growth in some economic factors on sustainable development, the 

discussions revealed fundamental antagonisms between a growth-oriented economy and sustainable 

development. As Earth is not a partner in economic transactions, long-term results of economic 

activities are not included into decisions with their due importance and urgency. In general, growth 

based decisions are based on short-term thinking.  

Societal aspect 

The consensus at this table was that as long as “growth” is seen as an aggregate measure, we must 

not grow if we pursue a sustainable development trajectory. If we see it, however, as purely 

economic growth, from the social point of view this means an increase in jobs and wealth which adds 

to societal stability, which clearly is a goal of sustainable development. This means that there is no 

simple contradiction between growth and sustainable development, but that a de-construction of 

growth into its elements is necessary. 

There are basic factors whose growth clearly contradicts sustainable development from a societal 

point of view. A growth of Greenhouse Gas Emissions that leads to the destruction of the life support 

systems for millions of people and causes illness, migration and poverty is a danger to social 

sustainability. So is growth in local and global wars and conflicts. As already mentioned earlier, an 

unabated growth in human population may also put a sustainable development trajectory for global 

human society in jeopardy.  

Some current social trends in many societies may also contradict sustainable development. Growth 

in wealth and income inequality may add to conflict and eventually lead to more distrust and 

alienation within societies and across nations. The same holds true for growth in nationalism and 

tribalism. A growth in the complexity of social structures may lead to confusion and insecurity, 

adding to distrust, alienation and eventually tribalism. 

Finally, the participants identified a threat to sustainable development in the growth of narratives 

supporting unsustainable behaviour and/or exacerbating distrust and alienation between groups and 

ethnicities, thereby undermining social solidarity and reducing the attraction of narratives that 

support sustainable development. 

Cultural aspects 

The basis for the discussion at this table was the realisation that the “human growth phase” and the 

“phase of sustainable development” are not so much competing but are consecutive parts on the 

continuum of human development. Participants at this table confirmed, that the “growth stage” in 

human development has guaranteed security and increased welfare for a considerable time. We are 

currently at an inflection point in this development, where new risks and new limits require a re-

orientation of the aspirations regarding future development. Symptoms of the unwanted side effects 

of the human growth phase are cultural phenomena like the “McDonaldisation” accompanying 

globalisation, the growth in the fragmentation of societies and undermining of solidarity, social and 

spatially differential growth leading to increased inequality as well as a lack of globally accepted 

narratives and visions for a common future. 

The participants then concentrated on cultural factors that possibly help the transition from the 

“growth phase” to the “sustainable development phase”. They include mobility of both ideas and 

individuals but also resilient social relations and solidarity. In many interventions, the necessity of re-

distribution of wealth based on solidarity was mentioned as an important fundament for a culture of 

sustainability.  This, however, raises the issue of who decides how is wealth to be distributed. 
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The participants reiterated the importance of narratives and stories as a cultural means for change. 

Stories allow breaking down complex issues as well as long-term goals to comprehensible guidelines 

for practical action. They are necessary to “decolonise the imagination” from the current paradigm of 

the human growth phase. 

The discussions repeatedly touched on the role of social media in this transition process. The 

disputants reached no consensus about their role, though the importance of social media was 

generally rated as “the big grey elephant” in the cultural transition to sustainable development.  

What shall grow, what shall be reduced? (Friday, Oct. 21st 2016, 9 – 10.20 h) 

Environmental aspects 

Participants agreed that in general pressures on the environment have to be drastically reduced. This 

includes pollution of terrestrial and oceanic eco-systems. A major factor that must be reduced is the 

exploitation of non-renewable and in particular fossil resources. This is on the one hand necessary to 

reduce the pressure from the exploitation and depletion itself. On the other hand, fewer exploited 

resources mean less waste at the end of the life cycle of products and, thus, less pollution. 

In addition to reductions in environmental pressures, the participants pleaded for an increase in 

ecological resilience and the adaptive capacity of eco-systems. They proposed an increase in 

protected areas as a means to support ecological resilience. For the same reason, restoration of 

degraded eco-systems needs to increase. 

These changes in the approach of humanity towards its interaction with the eco-sphere requires 

changes in economic and societal actions. At this table, the participants pointed to a necessary 

growth in education and innovative ideas for alternative technologies and human activities that are 

guided by systems thinking. They also demanded a growth in investment to support green 

innovations across the board in order to implement these ideas. 

From the ecological point of view, the economy has to increasingly become a circular economy in 

terms of resource utilisation and waste recycling. This requires a growth in life cycle thinking as a 

precondition to alert people to the ecological consequences of their economic activities. Education, 

thinking in systems and life cycles as well as the experience of an increasingly closed-cycle economy 

should, according to some interventions at this table, lead to an “ecological culture”. Within this 

culture, ecological consciousness will grow. This will lead to a growth in the ecological safety of 

industry and technology, and to a growth in technologies that utilise natural paragons in order to 

increase efficiency and decrease environmental impact. 

Economic aspects 

At this table, participants controversially discussed several questions. The first question was that of 

energy and material flows in the economy. There was no general agreement if these flows should 

rise or fall, though there was some agreement about reduction of particular flows such as fossil 

resources. In addition, some participants also demanded a reduction in exergy losses and 

inefficiencies caused by economic activities. 

The second question that was controversially discussed was about growth or reduction in free trade. 

Some participants pointed to a growth in efficiency and equity brought about by free trade, while 

others strongly supported an increase in local trade and restrictions to free trade.  This would 

presumably make tarde fairer and reflect the true costs of environmental (e.g. regarding nutrient 

cycles), social and cultural impacts.  
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Some participants advocated a growth in the quality as well as the quantity of food production in 

order to extinguish hunger and accommodate an increased human population. This growth should be 

realised on a local and regional level in order to capitalise on social advantages, reduce waste, and 

(transport) emissions. Some participants advocated an increase in regulation of food quality and 

distribution. 

The participants reiterated at this table that conventional GDP is not a good measure to evaluate an 

increase in sustainable economic performance. They also supported the growth of the value of 

common goods, social relations and human capital, all topics not represented by GDP in its current 

form. In addition, some participants demanded a decrease in economic speculation. 

In the discussions, a point was made for a decrease in land “grabbing.” Instead, some interventions 

demanded a growth in protected areas and national parks. It was mentioned that the economic 

system must account for compensation in the loss in natural resources. 

In order to enable a change towards sustainable economic development, participants demanded an 

increase in education and literacy. Some also supported a change in economic models and 

approaches. Among the topics mentioned were a growth in incentives for creativity and innovation, 

but also a change in dealing with future values: Rather than the current depreciation, future values 

should be accounted for as higher the farther in the future they are realised. Putting the issue more 

generally, some interventions argued for economic models with more degrees of freedom, thus, also 

accommodating sustainability concerns. 

The participants mentioned social factors that have to decrease in order to guarantee sustainable 

economic development, too. In particular, they pointed towards a decrease in social inequity and a 

decrease of nationalism as requirements for sustainability. 

Social aspects 

At this table, the discussions focussed on how a transformation to sustainable social development 

can be implemented. Participants identified trends for top-down and bottom-up approaches that are 

currently active simultaneously. They agreed that both approaches are valid.  They expect that these 

approaches will guide implementation of the transition towards sustainable social development in 

the future as well. 

Though top-down and bottom-up approaches may have the same ultimate goal and are 

complimentary, the disputants did not expect that they would work frictionlessly. They identified as 

means to reduce these frictions a high degree of transparency in both approaches and unimpeded 

information exchange between social actors involved in these approaches. 

There was general agreement between the participants at this table, that implementation of 

sustainability critically depends on a framework of functioning democratic systems. Only if emerging 

conflicts caused by the frictions between top-down and bottom-up approaches can be solved by 

democratic means is a successful implementation of sustainable social development possible. 

Cultural aspects 

The participants came at this table to the agreement, that a basic requirement for sustainable 

cultural development is an increase in a meaningful lifetime, free from pressures to provide for basic 

subsistence.  
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The transition towards sustainability however entails, according to the interventions of participants, 

cultural transitions: a decrease of a “culture of ownership” and a transition to an increase in a 

“culture of service”. In addition, they called for an increase in a “culture of inclusion and 

participation” while the “culture of fear and blame” should be reduced. They also indicated that the 

transition requires a strong “culture of leadership”. 

As a major factor for the transition, some interventions pointed to the “cultural content of goods”. 

This content is of course contextual and must be seen as the story behind these goods as well as the 

social relations attached to them. An increase in this cultural context of goods (and services) will 

counteract the current cultural levelling that also represents an inherent cultural inequity, putting 

the variety of cultures in jeopardy. 

In addition to increasing the cultural content of goods and services, some interventions called for an 

increase in the “nature content” of cultures. This requires an increase in the awareness of nature, its 

importance for human existence and its relation to culture.  

The participants agreed that the most important enabler to bring about these cultural transitions is a 

strong increase in education and an increase in the importance sustainability issues occupy in it. 

Plenum Discussion: Quo vadis TARDIS (Friday Oct. 21st 2016, 11.30 -12.10 h) 
In this plenum discussion moderated by Dr. Irene Gabriel, the participants brainstormed about 

possible future TARDIS topics, formats and products. 

In many interventions the current format as well as the overall impact and attractiveness of the 

TARDIS workshop series was mentioned. Some participants however pointed out, that participation 

should broaden. This applies to the geographical representation and the representation of actors 

outside academia as well. In terms of geographic broadening, participation of representatives from 

Asia was particularly demanded. Participants also expected future TARDIS events to include more 

representation from political actors and the media. 

The strong focus on climate problems in past and current workshops was generally welcomed. Future 

topics that TARDIS may focus on included, according to participants, the impact of conflict and wars 

as a hindrance to sustainability, the current threat of de-construction of trans-national entities like 

the UN and the EU and the serious fractionalisation of society. Besides that, a discourse about 

current and future narrative for (as well as opposed to) sustainability could be a topic for a future 

TARDIS. 

Regarding the products of TARDIS, the creation and support of an interdisciplinary, transatlantic 

network of partners was mentioned as particularly beneficial. Future TARDIS events should keep the 

tradition of focussing fundamental aspects of sustainable development as well as their characteristic 

to identify topics as they emerge on the horizon of sustainable development. Some interventions 

demanded that the most interesting outcomes of past and current TARDIS workshops should be 

summarised in a short and concise publication. It was also mentioned that the current ecological 

footprint of the conference is considerable and consequently new formats of tele-conferences 

should be explored. 

The participants agreed that TARDIS has proven its worth both in terms of tackling topics before they 

went mainstream as well as in generating a solid platform for interesting and future oriented 

exchange of ideas across the Atlantic. A continuation of the TARDIS process would clearly be 

welcomed. 
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