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Embedding ESD Principles in 
Social Entrepreneurship Programs



Overview

• Key principles of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 
• Alignment of ESD principles with Systems Social Entrepreneurship
• Case Study: Program for Systems Social Entrepreneurs 







• Education about sustainable 
development ‘is an awareness 
lesson or theoretical discussion’

• Education for sustainable 
development is ‘a tool to 
achieve more sustainable 
futures’







Principles for 
Systems Social Entrepreneurship

• Imagining a better future
• A better state for systems focusing on Wicked Problems/SDGs/Grand Challenges

• Critical thinking and reflection
• Challenging accepted ways of interpreting the world

• Participation in decision making
• Engaging people to participate in analysis, planning and control of decisions

• Working in partnerships
• Build partnerships that enhance ownership and commitment to change

• Systems thinking
• Social innovation school of social entrepreneurship



Butland et al., 2007



The 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development

Adopted by all United Nations Member States in 2015



The UNESCO Roadmap for implementing the Global Action Programme (2015-2019):
• recognises understanding complex systems as a key ESD skill (page 33) 
• identifies creating the enabling environment for ESD to bring about systemic change as a priority area (page 15)



Principles for 
Systems Social Entrepreneurship

• Understanding complex systems
• Complexity approach to social entrepreneurship

• Creating the enabling environment
• Creating conditions for system transitions



Enabling Environment
for Systems Change

Goldstein, Hazy, & Silberstang, 2010 



Butland et al., 2007





Wicked Problems, 
Grand Challenges & SDGs

• Grand challenges are “wicked” in the sense 
that they are complex, systemic, 
interconnected, and urgent, requiring 
insights from many perspectives

• Many grand challenges are expressed as 
the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals

Mariana Mazzucato, 2018



ESD & Systems Social 
Entrepreneurship Principles

• imagining a better future
• critical thinking and reflection
• participation in decision making
• working in partnerships
• systems thinking
• understanding the dynamics of complex adaptive systems
• creating enabling environments for systemic change
• Addressing the SDGs



• ESD does not only integrate contents such 
as climate change, poverty and 
sustainable consumption into the 
curriculum; it also creates interactive, 
learner-centred teaching and learning 
settings. What ESD requires is a shift from 
teaching to learning. It asks for an action-
oriented, transformative pedagogy, which 
supports self-directed learning, 
participation and collaboration, problem-
orientation, inter- and transdisciplinarity
and the linking of formal and informal 
learning. Only such pedagogical 
approaches make possible the 
development of the key competencies 
needed for promoting sustainable 
development.

UNESCO, 2017



Critical thinking and reflection 
• participants’ existing ways of interpreting the world is challenged 

as explore social entrepreneurship from six perspectives. 
Participation in decision making 
• participatory approach to social entrepreneurship.
Understanding dynamics of complex adaptive systems
• complexity approach to social entrepreneurship
Creating enabling environment for systemic change
• complexity approach to social entrepreneurship



Critical thinking and reflection 
• participants think critically about the type of problem they wish 

to address. 

imagine a better future 
• participants focus on creating a better future through their 

contribution to an overarching complex problem.

systemic thinking 
• participants map problem and solution ecosystems.  

Working in partnership
• participants work as part of a solution ecosystem.

Addressing the SDGs
• Contributing towards addressing a wicked problem
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Addressing the SDGs
• Contributing towards addressing a wicked problem

imagine a better future 
• participants focus on creating a better future through their 

contribution to an overarching complex problem.

Working in partnership
• participants work as part of a solution ecosystem.

systemic thinking 
• participants map problem and solution ecosystems.  


