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Our challenge:
How can we mobilise a broad community of 
social scientists to become involved in
solutions-oriented research for global 
sustainability, and to make use of the best 
social science knowledge on social change and 
transformation? 



What is 
transformation?

The action of changing in form, 
shape, or appearance; 
metamorphosis.
From the Latin:
Trans =across, to or on the farther 
side of, beyond, over
Formāre= to form



Call the miracle self-healing

The utter self-revealing/ double take of feeling



We shall not cease from 
exploration, and the end of all our 
exploring will be to arrive where 
we started and know the place for 
the first time.

T. S. Eliot

Origins of the concept of 
transformation in 
Sociology – the founding 
fathers

Overcoming the barriers 
of our history – those of 
complexity, epistemology, 
ontology and will to 
action

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/t/tseliot109032.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/t/tseliot109032.html


In its origins 
sociology was 
centrally 
concerned with 
a “great” 
transformation:

industrialization



Karl Marx 1818-1883
The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal 
expression of the dominant material relationships, the 
dominant material relationships grasped as ideas.” 



Who benefits?

Transformation thru 
class conflict…

And 
demystification



Emile Durkheim(1858-1917)
The determination of function is . . . necessary for the complete explanation of the phenomena. . 
. . To explain a social fact it is not enough to show the cause on which it depends; we must also, 
at least in most cases, show its function in the establishment of social order."



WHAT IS THE STRUCTURE? 
WHAT IS ITS FUNCTION?

TRANSFORMATION 
THRU EVOLUTION 
FROM SIMPLE TO 
COMPLEX

“social body with separate 
structures each suited to its 
function”



Max Weber (1864-1920)
We shall speak of “action” insofar as the acting individual attaches a 
subjective meaning to his behavior – be it overt or covert, omission or 
acquiescence.  Action is “social” insofar as its subjective meaning takes 
account of the behavior of others and is thereby oriented in its course



What meaning drives action?
What are the emergent consequences?
What is the process?



Which transformation? At 
what scale?

Explaining the communication society? The global society?

Imagining the sustainable society? The Anthropocene?



• Symbolic Interactionism
• Institutional theory (macro)
• Social Innovation

• Leadership (relationship)

• Critical theory
• Feminist theory
• Discourse theory

• Network theory
• Social capital
• Design Thinking
• Leadership (function) 

Who Benefits?

What is the 
process?
What pattern 
emerges?

What is the structure? 
what is the function?



Overcoming the 

barriers of 

complexity

A cacophony of voices-
the evolution of 
disciplines



B
You can look at the scientific diversity presented in this report in two ways. 
Either as a science fair, or as a football stadium. In the fair scenario, visitors are 
impressed and energized by the massive diversity of perspectives, issues and 
methodologies. In the football stadium scenario however, visitors are instead so 
overwhelmed by the chaotic noise, screams and annoying vuvuzuelas that no 
meaningful reflection and dialogue is possible. If I were a policy-maker, activist, 
concerned citizen or business leader, I would probably perceive the state of social 
sciences research as a chaotic football stadium. With the audience cheering a 
countless number of different teams.

Victor Galaz, 2014, Manchester Guardian

http://www.theguardian.com/science/political-science/2014/nov/12/anthropocene-risks-social-scientists-need-to-step-up-to-the-challenge



Bridges: Synthetic Approaches



Changing the system 

dynamics that created 

the problem in the first 

place
A social innovation is any project, product, 
process, program, platform or policy that 
challenges and, over time, changes, the 
defining routines, resource and authority flows or 
beliefs of the broader social system in which it 
is introduced. Successful social innovations 
have durability, scale and transformative 
impact.
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Bridge 2: 

Epistemological 

agility

◆ “Cracking codes” of other 
disciplines

◆ Training and patience



Overcoming the ontology 

barrier
Becoming aware of the “sacred” nature 
of our ontologies



Bridge: Learning to manage conflict 

constructively (and other process skills)
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Two-dimensional Model of Conflict Behavior

(attempting to satisfy the other party’s concerns)

Avoiding



Overcoming the barriers to action

The insistence on 
objectivity
The fear of social 
engineering
= an ethos of 
political 
disengagement
= social engagement 
as “immoral”





Social Innovation Labs

Participatory Methodologies

Liberation Theology

Discourse Analysis

Occupy Movement

Indigenous Methodologies

Survey Methods

Statistical Methodologies

Functional Models

Design Labs Business 
consulting

Whole system processes

Process Design and Facilitation

Who Benefits? What is the Structure and Function?

What is the process



Interdisciplinary 

Research and Action

Integrating Knowledge: 

Translational 

competencies

Integrating people: 

transactional 

competencies

Knowledge

WHO/Planning

HOW/Process

Getting the right  

disciplines/data Getting the right 

collaborators

Building new 

relationships
Building new 

knowledge

People



Only those who will risk going too 
far can possibly find out how far 
one can go.

T. S. Eliot


