
 

 

A Mindset for the Anthropocene (AMA) 

Facilitating a transdisciplinary dialogue on the question “How can inner transformation of 
humans contribute to the societal transformation towards sustainability?” 

Project overview 

“We, the coordinators of the AMA project, care about a humane and sustainable living for all 
beings on Earth in harmony with the environment. We have been engaged in the field of 
sustainability for a while and most activities around us seem to seek solutions for sustainability in 
developing new technologies and governance mechanisms. While we acknowledge the importance 
of these developments, at the same time we are convinced that this great transformation needs to 
be related to a deeper transforming of mindsets among humans. We are convinced that 
facilitating the transformation to sustainability is also a challenge to ourselves as human beings – 
to our attitudes, our values and belief systems, our states of mind and our modes of thought. We 
therefore would like to learn to think, to feel, to act and to be in a way that allows us to live more 
sustainably and share this learning process with others.  

In the AMA project we would like to invite everybody who is moved by these kinds of issues to 
engage with us in a joint and mutual learning process. Together we want to gain a deeper 
understanding, to exchange with similarly moved people and to gain inspiration to search own 
ways how to contribute to sustainability through inner transformation.” 

A new kind of thinking for the Anthropocene 
The recognition that our current era can be classified as the Anthropocene challenges humankind to 
rethink its relationship with and as a part of shaping nature. Scientific insights increasingly reveal the 
complex interrelations within the Earth system in which humans and their actions are embedded. The 
complexity of these challenges and their contested recognition urge humankind to develop new ways of 
addressing these challenges in far reaching cooperation between nations, cultures, societal sectors and 
academic disciplines.[1]  

As prominently quoted in the founding documents of the IASS, Albert Einstein is attributed to have 
pointed out that “we cannot solve our problems with the same mindset that created them”. This 
statement consequently provokes the question what kinds of new thinking and underlying mindsets are 
needed to address the problems of the present time with respect to the transformation to 
sustainability. After this topic was touched within the IASS on various occasions, the purpose of the 
project described here is to facilitate a dialogue process between academics, experts, stakeholders and 
practitioners to better understand the characteristics of such a “mindset for the Anthropocene” and to 
develop a network and community of individuals and institutions engaged in this issue.  

Concrete connections between inner human development and sustainability 
In several ways the demands for mastering the Anthropocene pose particular challenges to the human 
mind and psyche [2-4] encompassing challenges like dealing with complexity [5] and systems thinking or 
embracing multiple disciplines and non-academic knowledge in transdisciplinary processes.[6, 7]   

Increasingly it is also acknowledged that these challenges cannot merely be considered as intellectual 
enterprises but may involve or even require an 'inner' transformation of humans with respect to 
thinking and behavioral patterns and underlying mindsets. Recently, for example, inner states such as 
mindfulness, compassion, empathy and altruism have been discussed also in various scientific contexts 
as potentially important contributions to the transformation towards sustainability.[8-12]  

Many disciplines and non-academic perspectives deal with specific aspects of inner human 
transformations, from psychology to social sciences, philosophy, religion and neurosciences, just to 



 

 

name a few. Our ambition is to bring these perspectives together and get a deeper understanding how 
the practicing and cultivating of certain mindsets can concretely unfold its potential to contribute to the 
transformation to sustainability in the Anthropocene.  

The AMA Project 
The primary purpose of the AMA project is to provide the platform and facilitation of a dialogue process 
that capitalizes on the perspectives and expertise from a broad spectrum of included partners and 
stakeholders. The team working on the AMA project sees itself as a 'study group' rather than a 
conventional research team. In this role as a platform and integrative study group the project is 
conducted in close exchange and collaboration with partners that contribute experience and expertise 
on specific aspects of inner transformations as described below.  

The specific character of AMA arises particularly from the participatory and process-oriented design. 
Having starting from a rather broad overarching question, the project facilitates an open dialogue 
among very different perspectives from academia to arts, business, practitioners and civil society in 
order to come closer to a shared understanding of the inner dimensions of the transformation to 
sustainability. Instead of aiming for a pre-defined research goal the AMA projects provides a platform 
from which subsequent processes and outcomes can be sparked within the different participating 
stakeholder groups or institutions.  

Great importance is set not merely on dialogues but also on experience through practicing, for instance 
through mindfulness and loving kindness (Metta) meditation which is offered twice a week at the IASS 
and through establishing a supportive and appreciative co-working culture. 
 
Guiding questions 

The underlying ambition of the AMA project is to better understand how we humans can influence our 
mindset to shape the future development of the Anthropocene in a conscious way. And with this 
understanding we want to learn how the knowledge about the relationship between mindsets and the 
Anthropocene can be used to inform this future development towards sustainability. 

In the first phase of the project a wide range of questions has been identified that will be of relevance in 
order to address the overarching theme of the AMA project. These include e.g.:  

 What exactly defines and shapes a mindset? 

 How has a certain mindset influenced the development of the Anthropocene? 

 How does (and will) the Anthropocene influence the development of our mindset? 

 How can certain characteristics of a mindset be conducive towards sustainability? 

The following overview model illustrates how these specific research questions are related to each other 
and how they relate to the bigger picture of the AMA project and to the societal transformation to 
sustainability.  



 

 

 

Desired Outcomes 

After extensive exchange with various relevant partners and stakeholders the proposers currently aim 
for the following specific outcomes:  

 Develop and share a better understanding of how inner human transformations could be 
beneficial for sustainability in the Anthropocene 

 Build a community and network of people and institutions engaged in this question, supported 
e.g. by a web-based platform and/or stakeholder database 

 Provide regular space for exchange and inspiration on how to practice and pursue inner 
transformation in the different respective contexts 

 Develop concrete recommendations how the IASS (and/or other institutions) could address the 
topic of inner transformation in the future. 

Work packages 

Stakeholder mapping and network development 
At the beginning of the AMA project it is important to establish contacts to the individuals and 
stakeholders that are concerned with the guiding question of the project. Based on this, some of the key 
stakeholders are planned to be integrated in the process design as early as possible. Together with these 
partners more specific key questions are identified in order to develop a coherent process along 
questions that are of overarching relevance for the identified stakeholders. Beyond finding explicit 
partners, the network development will remain a continuous process throughout the entire project 
duration. 

Process design 
The key task of the project is to design an integrative process to engage with the relevant stakeholders 
and to facilitate the conversation among them in a coherent and productive way. It is envisioned to 
develop this process inspired by principles of The Art Of Hosting and Design Thinking and to co-design 
the process together with key stakeholders identified in the first project phase. 

Dialogue series 
A dialogue series (approximately every 6 weeks) at the IASS shall offer the opportunity to deepen the 
understanding of the topic with invited experts and practitioners in an interactive format (90-180 min).  



 

 

Expert focus group 
As an intensified phase of the project it is planned to host a small expert focus group of up to six 
individuals for about two months at the IASS. This group shall involve particularly advanced to senior 
level fellows e.g. from the key stakeholder partners and shall work together in depth on the topic and 
help designing the dramaturgy of a transdisciplinary workshop. After the workshop, this group is meant 
to digest and process the outcomes of the workshop and to develop recommendations for the further 
pursuit of the topic at the IASS or elsewhere. 

Transdisciplinary workshop 
The climax of the AMA project will be the facilitation of a transdisciplinary workshop (3 days) bringing 
together the various perspectives of the stakeholders and academics identified and involved throughout 
the project. The design of the workshop will be a continuous process throughout the entire project and 
will be carried out together with the identified partners and participants.  

The outcomes of the workshop can be diverse with respect to contents and format and will be 
developed jointly by the group within the workshop. One explicit goal of the workshop, though, is to 
develop concrete recommendations on how the topic of inner human transformation and mindsets 
should be pursued at the IASS in the future. 
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