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Abstract
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development calls on governments and other stakeholders to
achieve 17 SDGs and 169 associated targets, bringing together economic, social and
environmental considerations in ways that mutually reinforce each other. Isolated actions and
policies, focused on individual goals and targets, cannot make a decisive contribution to
successfully facing the whole complex web of global challenges. However, the relationship
between SDGs 12−15, crucial for environmental protection and climate action, and other SDGs
(such as SDGs 1 and 7−11) potentially involve trade-offs (SOER 2020, EEA, 2019). A new,
integrative conceptual framework and process to bring forth practical solutions in the
implementation of the 2030 Agenda, and offering alternative(s) to the mainstream nonsustainable economic paradigm, is needed.
The Integral Worlds approach, emphasizing dynamic balance among four mutually reinforcing
dimensions or worlds (nature and community – culture and spirituality or consciousness –
science, systems and technology – finance and enterprise) and the centre – the moral core, and
with its applications in the economic field (Integral Economy) represents such a conceptual
framework and process. Slovenia has valuable experiences and knowledge with regards to
integral conceptual framework and is the first nation to integrate them into a comprehensive
national model – the Integral Green Slovenia, including also the concept of smart integration
of EU policies for SD.
The proposal for an Integral Green Europe builds on the applications of Integral Worlds
approach in the case of Slovenia, by smartly integrating multiple potentials for sustainable
development and pursuing the basic vision of well-being for all, while maintaining a healthy
natural environment. This vision is reflected in operational goals for all four integral worlds.
Sustainability transitions, as the key processes of the European Green Deal, are integrally
connected to other policies of the European Union, by placing fundamental values, underlying
the European cultural heritage, in the centre of the model, rooting sustainable development in
nature and community, and revisiting the economic paradigm.
Keywords: Sustainable Development, 2030 Agenda, Integral Worlds, Integral Green Slovenia,
Integral Green Europe, smart integration, European Green Deal.
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Integralna zelena družba in gospodarstvo - iz Slovenije v Evropo:
celostni pristop k trajnostnemu razvoju v kontekstu vnaprej
usmerjenih politik EU
Povzetek
Agenda za trajnostni razvoj do leta 2030 vlade in druge zainteresirane strani poziva, naj
dosežejo 17 ciljev trajnostnega razvoja in 169 povezanih ciljev, ki združujejo gospodarske,
socialne in okoljske vidike na načine, ki se medsebojno krepijo. Izolirani ukrepi in politike,
osredotočeni na posamezne cilje, ne morejo odločilno prispevati k uspešnemu soočanju s
celotno zapleteno mrežo svetovnih izzivov. Vendar pa razmerje med cilji trajnostnega razvoja
12–15, ki so ključnega pomena za varstvo okolja in podnebne ukrepe, ter drugimi cilji
trajnostnega razvoja (na primer cilji trajnostnega razvoja 1 in 7–11) lahko vključuje
kompromise (SOER 2020, EGP, 2019). Potreben je nov, integrativni konceptualni okvir in
postopek, ki bo prinesel praktične rešitve pri izvajanju Agende 2030 in ponudil alternativo
splošni netrajnostni gospodarski paradigmi.
Pristop Integralni svetovi, ki poudarja dinamično ravnovesje med štirimi medsebojno
krepljivimi razsežnostmi ali svetovi (narava in skupnost - kultura in duhovnost ali zavest znanost, sistemi in tehnologija - finance in podjetništvo) in središče - moralno jedro in s svojimi
aplikacijami ekonomsko področje (celostno gospodarstvo) predstavlja tak konceptualni okvir
in postopek. Slovenija ima dragocene izkušnje in znanje v zvezi s celostnim konceptualnim
okvirom in je prva država, ki jih je vključila v celovit nacionalni model - Integral Green
Slovenia, vključno s konceptom pametne integracije politik EU za SD.
Predlog za celostno zeleno Evropo temelji na uporabi pristopa integralnih svetov v primeru
Slovenije, tako da pametno poveže več potencialov za trajnostni razvoj in sledi osnovni viziji
dobrega počutja za vse, hkrati pa ohranja zdravo naravno okolje. Ta vizija se odraža v
operativnih ciljih za vse štiri integralne svetove. Trajnostni prehodi so kot ključni procesi
evropskega zelenega dogovora celostno povezani z drugimi politikami Evropske unije tako, da
v središče modela postavijo temeljne vrednote, na katerih temelji evropska kulturna dediščina,
in s tem spodbujajo trajnostni razvoj v naravi in skupnosti, in ponovni pregled gospodarske
paradigme.
Ključne besede: Trajnostni razvoj, Agenda 2030, Integralni svetovi, Integral Green Slovenia,
Integral Green Europe, pametna integracija, European Green Deal.
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1 Introduction
World leaders, gathered in New York in September 2015, at the Seventieth session of the United
Nations General Assembly, summarized the findings on the most pressing challenges and
concluded that the survival of many societies, and the biological support systems of the planet,
was at risk (UN General Assembly, 2015). The recognition of immense challenges to
sustainable development, complemented by the acknowledgement that we also live in a time of
immense opportunities, led world leaders to adopt the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development with 17 Sustainable Development Goals – SDGs and as many as 169 associated
targets. The 2030 Agenda calls on governments and other stakeholders to achieve these goals
and targets through bringing together economic, social and environmental considerations in
ways that mutually reinforce each other. It is evident that isolated actions and policies, focused
on individual goals and targets, cannot make a decisive contribution to successfully facing the
whole complex web of global challenges.
Nevertheless, recent reports at various levels alert that several SDGs are not being achieved.
The sixth Global Environment Outlook (GEO, UNEP, 2020), for example, concludes that the
overall condition of the global environment has continued to deteriorate since the first edition
of GEO (in 1997), despite environmental policy efforts across all countries and regions:
“Environmental policy efforts are being hindered by a variety of factors, in particular
unsustainable production and consumption patterns in most countries and climate change.
GEO-6 concludes that unsustainable human activities globally have degraded the Earth’s
ecosystems, endangering the ecological foundations of society.”
So, we can easily conclude that our world is out of balance. This is not a simple state of
imbalance. Rather, we are experiencing imbalances taking place on a larger scale, with
increased intensity, interdependency and complexity on local and global scales.
The latest report on the European environment (SOER 2020 by EEA, 2019, pp. 341–343)
resumes results of analyses of (studies on) SDGs interactions. The SDG framework reveals
many synergies, however, the relationship between SDGs 12–15, crucial for environmental
protection and climate action, and other SDGs (such as SDGs 1 and 7–11) potentially involve
trade-offs. The main reason is that increased income (SDG 1), better access to energy (SDG 7),
more economic growth (SDG 8), and industrial and infrastructure investments (SDG 9) tend to
increase overall consumption and natural resource extraction. They, therefore, make it harder
to achieve targets on efficient use of natural resources (target 12.2), better management of
chemicals and waste (target 12.4), climate mitigation (target 13.2) and protection of terrestrial
ecosystems and biodiversity (targets 15.1 and 15.5). Acknowledging these tensions more
explicitly reinforces the call for alternative pathways for sustainable development.
A new, integrative conceptual framework and process to bring forth practical solutions in the
implementation of the 2030 Agenda, and offering alternative(s) to the mainstream nonsustainable economic paradigm, is therefore urgently needed.
2 Integral Worlds Approach: The Guiding Frame for Integral Developmenti
The Integral Worlds approach represents such a conceptual framework and process, and is
geared to holistically and in a transformative way address the burning issues of our time
(Schieffer & Lessem, 2014). Integral Worlds emphasizes dynamic balance among four
mutually reinforcing dimensions and the centre. This framework incorporates an inbuilt
transformational rhythm, called the GENE (an acronym for Grounding, Emerging, Navigating,
Effecting). It is a holistic approach to understanding and consciously evolving human systems.
It serves to address imbalances – within an individual, organisation, community and or society,
but also within specific fields, such as economics, enterprise, or human development at large.
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In Integral Worlds, the outer globe marks a worldly, holistic perspective. Embedded in the outer
global circle is the local context (see Figure 1). At the very centre of such a globally embedded
context is, what we call, the inner core. It is here, at the core of an individual, organisation,
community, or society, that the impulse for transformation or development is initiated – be it
through a perceived imbalance of the overall system, that becomes your objective concern, be
it through a particular, subjective evolutionary calling. This inner personal core and the outer,
global circle are then connected through the ‘4Rs’ of Integral Worlds: Realities, Realms,
Rhythms (GENE) and Rounds (from Self to the World).
Figure 1: Integral Worlds Approach – Generic Design

4
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Source: Schieffer & Lessem, 2014, p. 106
Throughout historical time, and spread across geographical space, humanity has developed
diverse reality perspectives – different interpretations of the world through different individual
and collective lenses. Through Integral Worlds we have chosen the four directions (South, East,
North, West) to illustrate the diversity of cultural lenses. In very general terms, these four
directions represent the following Reality perspectives:
• The ‘southern’ Reality Perspective: views the world primarily through relationships; that
includes our relationship to nature (including our inner nature) and to other human beings
and the community we are building with them.
• The ‘eastern’ Reality Perspective: views the world primarily from an inner, interpretive,
cultural and spiritual perspective, seeking to understand the deeper meaning of human
existence, and our holistic relationship with the world and the cosmos.
• The ‘northern’ Reality Perspective: views the world primarily through a scientific, rational
perspective, seeking to distinguish patterns and structures within reality and to translate them
into viable concepts and systems.
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• The ‘western’ Reality Perspective: seeks to understand the world primarily through active
experimentation and practical treatment of things, emphasising the application of ideas
through action.
We put terms like ‘southern’, ‘eastern’ and the like consistently into quotation marks. We do
that to highlight their metaphorical meaning and to avoid a simplistic, geographic association.
However, one can’t help observe the resonance between these diverse reality views and aspects
of global geography.
The four realities are closely aligned with the four realms. Integral Worlds is designed to bring
the rich diversity of knowledge and disciplines, through four different realms, to our attention
and to generate interaction between them. The four realms and their major knowledge
perspectives are:
• ‘Southern’ Realm of Relationship: Nature and Community
• ‘Eastern’ Realm of Inspiration: Culture and Spirituality
• ‘Northern’ Realm of Knowledge: Science, Systems and Technology
• ‘Western’ Realm of Action: Enterprise and Economics
What we are arguing in Integral Worlds is that we need to engage – interactively – with all four
realms, for any given transformational issue that we are engaging with through this approach.
The integral approach can help to significantly evolve our understanding and practice of
sustainable development and hence to release the GENE-ius of Self–Organisation–
Community–Society, including Economy. The change of perspective that is required to achieve
this includes overcoming overemphasis of “Western” and “Northern” perspectives:
❖ Sustainable Development Rooted in Nature and Community: While in the integral
approach all realms are to be equally important, transformation processes often begin in
nature and community, surfacing the most relevant local natural as well as community
needs and development potentials and activating the ability of local communities to
creatively respond to their own needs and potentials.
❖ Inclusion of Culture: The integral approach sees the culture of the particular society, as
a crucial, but often neglected, component of the holistic approach to development.
Culture, including spirituality, is thereby regarded not merely as “valuing local
traditions”, but rather as the main source and resource to release the unique creative
spirit of individuals and society.
The economy is regarded as just one of the integral parts of society – one that needs to be fully
“re-embedded” into society. Based on the recognition that the mainstream economic paradigm
is largely to be blamed for the present imbalances concerning sustainable development goals of
humanity and the planet, we are particularly interested in the application of the generic Integral
Worlds approach in this area.
According to Integral Economics (Lessem & Schieffer, 2010), society needs to begin its process
of integral economic development by securing “southern” nature-based economic selfsufficiency, before it focuses on the other, “eastern”, “northern” and “western”, economic
functions. Thereafter it needs to respectively include the building up of a culture-based
developmental economy (ensuring that the economy is aligned with the cultural evolution of
the society), a knowledge-based social economy (aligning its socio-economic structures with
technology-driven knowledge systems) and a life-based living economy (reconnecting finance
and economic performance measurement to natural and human well-being).
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We were surprised about the wealth of innovative economic thinking and practise that can be
found in the world; the biggest surprise of all was the wealth of economic thinking to be found
at the centre, which led to the articulation of – what they call – a moral economic core. Such a
moral economic core is related to the innermost value base to be found in each society and is
either related to religion and/or secular, humanist articulation of such a value base.
The theoretical explanation is therefore illustrated with seminal models, globally recognised
practice cases of Integral Economy, successful in free market conditions:
South: The role model that Lessem and Schieffer surfaced in the “southern” realm is the “social
business” and self-sufficiency movement, embodied by Grameen in Bangladesh (the
founder: the Nobel Prize winner Muhammad Yunus). Another distinguished practice
case is the Sekem community enterprise in Egypt, founded by Ibrahim Abouleish, the
winner of the Right Livelihoold Award (Alternative Nobel Prize). Sekem is a case of
renewed integral approach to greening the desert and to human development, including
enterprise–community–and–economy–development, and connected with Heliopolis
University for Sustainable Development.
East: The role model surfaced in the “eastern” realm is the developmental enterprise, embodied
by Canon in Japan, pursuing its Japanese path of “kyosei”, or co-evolution, as well as
Sarvodaya (“The Awakening of All”) in Sri Lanka, one of the world’s largest
development initiatives. Sarvodaya Shramadana Movement is regarded as a creative
response to and showcase for the Sustainable Development Goals, from sustainable
community development to societal renewal.
North: The role model surfaced in the “northern” realm is the cooperative enterprise, preeminently embodied in the Mondragon Corporation in Spain, the world’s largest
workers’ cooperative and a leader in the social-economic cooperative movement. It is
particularly relevant for the development of a social economy in Slovenia and Europe.
West: The role model surfaced by Lessem and Schieffer in the “western” realm is the
“sustainable enterprise”, embodied in Interface in the USA, a corporate leader within
the sustainability movement. Considering the enormous influence of the unsustainable
banking system on the development of our societies the case of a leading sustainable
bank Triodos from the Netherlands is highly relevant for our discussion, too. In our case
the “west” builds on the rest – “south”, “east” and “north” – rather than standing in
splendid isolation.
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3 The 2030 Agenda and the EU priorities through integral lenses
The Integral Worlds framework can be applied in analysing global and European strategic and
policy documents connected with sustainable development. If we look “through integral lenses”
briefly at the SDGs, they have a lot of emphasis on, in an integral model sense, on the “Western”
and also on the “Southern” dimension: many of the 17 SDGs can be located there. Some can be
placed in the “Northern” dimension, but certainly there is not a very strong emphasis. And
hardly any of the 17 goals or subgoals is addressing the issue of culture, of creativity, and of
consciousness. This is the dimension that needs to be faced to regenerate our global systems.
Figure 2: The 2030 Agenda through Integral Lenses
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Source: Schiffer, 2021 (own elaboration)
We turn now to current challenges of the European Union – where the debate and policy
planning for the European Green Deal and green recovery after the COVID-19 pandemic and
economic crisis is taking placeii – and look at them from the perspective of the 2030 Agenda,
informed by the wealth of integral conceptual framework and practice cases. Multiple crises in
Europe and neighbouring regions, recently also the growing economic crisis due to COVID-19
pandemic, prolong the threat of disintegration of the European Union and call for integral
wisdom as well as more effective sustainable social innovations.
In 2019, Ursula von der Leyen, that time President-Elect, formulated a new strategy for the
European Union – “A Union that strives for more” (von der Leyen, 2019). This strategy has a
more holistic, integral character as can be seen from the passage explaining the statement
“Europe is a unique aspiration”. Furthermore, the integral analysis of the political guidelines
reveals that all four dimensions and the core are represented (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Political Guidelines for the Next European Commission through Integral Lens

Source: Schiffer, 2021 (own elaboration)
Therefore, we are proposing to step on the path of holistic, integral societal and economic
renewal. After all, the European Union was the most active political entity in negotiations for
Agenda 2030 and has the ambition to play a leading role in its implementation domestically –
with several well-elaborated policies already in place – and on a global scale. The key European
strategies, from the European Green Deal to the green recovery strategy are already being
developed. The conceptual framework of the Integral Worlds Approach (with its
transdisciplinary, transcultural and transformative character) can inform European endeavours
towards SDGs.
4 From Integral Green Slovenia to an Integral Green Europe
In a unique process of co-construction, Trans4m and the Citizens’ Initiative for an Integral
Green Slovenia have applied the Integral Worlds framework within the innovation ecosystem
of the European Union, on the level of individual sustainable enterprises and local communities,
but also on the national level, and depicted this multidimensional and multi-layered process in
the Gower and Routledge volume Integral Green Slovenia (Piciga, Schieffer & Lessem, 2016).
Furthermore, in 2018 Piciga and co-authors published a series of 100 continuations in the
Slovenian language − Integral Series: With Smart Integration to Sustainable Development
(Integralna serija, 2018)iii.
Among other contributions, a new concept of “smart integration of European Union policies
for sustainable development” has been proposed that:
•
•

complements the traditional conceptualisation of sustainable development: sustainable
development is described with four dimensions (environment, economy, society, and
culture), and emphasis on values of social responsibility is added;
builds on existing EU policies for sustainable development (e.g., green, low-carbon and
circular economy, environmental policy, social economy and socially responsible
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entrepreneurship, ethical banking, sustainable development of towns and rural areas with
organic food and energy self-supply, revitalisation of cultural heritage, …) with a view of
smartly integrating them, and thus emphasizes and promotes synergies and cross-sector
approach. Good practices presented throughout the book Integral Green Slovenia and at
recent integral events witness that smart integration already works.
Integral co-creation of the last 3–4 years, after the release of the Integral Green Slovenia book
in 2016iv led to further elaboration of the smart integration concept, pointing to the potentials
of Slovenia on the path towards an integral green country, within the EU policy ecosystem, as
depicted in Figure 4.
Figure 4: Potentials for an Integral Green Slovenia
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Source: Piciga, 2021 (own elaboration)
Legend: DHWB – District Heating Using Wood Biomass; SD – Sustainable Development; ESD
– Education for Sustainable Development; R&D – Research and Development; CSR –
Corporate Social Responsibility; RES – Renewable Energy Sources; EE – Energy Efficiency;
PPP – Public-Private Partnership
Note: For explanations of new terms, see Piciga & al., 2016, the EEA Glossary
(https://www.eea.europa.eu/help/glossary/eea-glossary), and the proceedings of the conference
Challenges and opportunities for sustainable development of Slovenia in the European Context,
11th June 2021v. For green destinations & accommodations, see the Green Scheme of Slovenian
tourism, https://www.slovenia.info/en/business/green-scheme-of-slovenian-tourism.
Important potentials are linked to various policies (measures, programs) of the European Union
for sustainable development and new sustainable concepts supported by a wide range of
financial resources. In the centre, sustainability and social responsibility represent the moral
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core and, together with the smart integration concept, also general potentials for an integral
green economy and society. We are convinced that by integrating the multiple (but far from
being exhaustive) potentials presented above and aligned according to the four integral green
economic approaches, Slovenia can be established as a model country of an integral economy
and society, following the principles of sustainable development – as an integral green country.
The potentials identified for Slovenia can also enrich policy planning for the European Green
Deal and green recovery.
Furthermore, we build on recent information on the European environment by the European
Environment Agency – EEA, in SOER 2020 (EEA, 2019). We have to acknowledge that the
long-term outlook is not so positive as recent trends may imply, due to interdependences with
global developments and systemic characteristics of environmental challenges. Therefore, to
achieve the SDGs, fundamental transformations of societal systems (energy, transport, food and
material use systems), that are at the root cause of environmental and climate pressures, are
urgently needed – i.e., through profound changes in dominant structures, practices,
technologies, policies, lifestyles, and thinking (EEA, 2019). Social and technological
innovations, as well as education for sustainable development, have key roles in this process,
and a new, transitions knowledge base is required. The European Environment Agency notes,
among others, that the implementation of the European environmental vision (“Living well,
within the limits of our planet”) necessitates a systemic change of the development model,
namely placement of fundamental socio-economic systems within the boundaries of
ecosystems (ecosystem-based approaches).
5 Building the Future of Europe as an Integral Green Society and Economy
The proposal for an Integral Green Europe builds on the applications of Integral Worlds
approach globally and in the case of Slovenia, by smartly integrating multiple potentials for
sustainable development. The vision of Integral Green Europe in 2050 can be described as
depicted in Figure 5.
Figure 5: Possible Vision of an Integral Green Europe

Source: Piciga, 2021 (own elaboration)
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The overall vision for an Integral Green Europe can be stated as: well-being (the good life) for
all and a well-preserved healthy natural environment. This vision is operationalised as a modest
increase in Human Development Index (HDI) and a significant reduction in Ecological
Footprint (EF)vi, to correspond to the level of Earth’s biocapacity. (Figure 5)
The rationale for such operationalisation of overall vision are the findings that despite growing
adoption of the SDGs and other policies that strive to increase well-being without sacrificing
the environment, measuring, the Ecological Footprint and Human Development Index reveals
that very few countries come close to achieving sustainable development. The combination of
these two synthetic indicators shows the present development trend in which a higher
development level (higher HDI) is accompanied by a higher Ecological Footprint.
Development, therefore, occurs without adequate consideration for the environmental
capacities of the planet. This finding is also valid for the EU Member States, including Slovenia.
(ReNPVO, 2020)
The overall integral green vision is reflected in operational goals for all four Integral Worlds
(Figure 5):
Community-based Self-sufficiency: Ambitious targets for nature conservation (e.g.,
preserving biodiversity), food self-sufficiency with prevailing organic food, reduction in energy
costs and emissions, and renewable energy sources. All regions, Member States, and the great
majority of municipalities have their integral green models in place.
Developmental Culture-based Economy: Europe leading successful trans-regional and transcultural programs for sustainable development, itself being a globally recognised model of
integral green development. The great majority of destinations are green (sustainable)
destinations. The wisdom of the Earth for a sustainable future of Europe is widely recognised
(Geoculture).
Social Knowledge-based Economy: Successful system innovations for sustainable transitions
are taking place. The EU as the leading global R&D&I and learning space for sustainable
development.
Living Life-based Economy: the EU as the leading world region in the circular economy, lowcarbon economy, bio- and blue economy. The great majority of jobs are permanent, green and
decent.
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6 Conclusions
Increasingly threatening global challenges and implementation difficulties lead to the
conclusion that a new, integrative conceptual framework and process to bring forth practical
solutions in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda, and offering alternative(s) to the
mainstream non-sustainable economic paradigm, is needed. The Integral Worlds approach,
emphasizing dynamic balance among four mutually reinforcing dimensions or worlds,
represents such a conceptual framework and process.
The proposal for an Integral Green Europe builds on the applications of the Integral Worlds
approach in the case of Slovenia, by smartly integrating multiple potentials for sustainable
development and pursuing the basic vision of well-being for all, while maintaining a healthy
natural environment. This vision is reflected in operational goals for all four integral worlds.
Sustainability transitions, as the key processes of the European Green Deal, are integrally
connected to other policies of the European Union.
We are convinced that by smartly integrating the multiple potentials for sustainable
development and visionary integral green paths for all four Integral Worlds, the European
Union can be more successful in applying principles of sustainable development – as a globally
recognized integral green region.
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