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Flourishing Societies within Planetary Boundaries 

Morgan Fröling 
Department of Ecotechnology and Sustainable Building Engineering,  

Mid Sweden University, Östersund, Sweden 
 
 
 
That is where the real work starts… 

“That is where the real work starts” was among the first thing Professor Inga 
Carlman ever said to me. The meaning of those seven words has impacted the 
direction of my research and thinking since. Other things has probably 
simultaneously been involved developing my thinking in the same direction, but 
those words are what in hindsight stands out clearest as a marker for a renewed 
direction of thoughts and research interests. 

Until then my main research focus had been developing new technological 
solutions and assess the earlier practice and the proposed new practice using 
environmental systems assessment, predominantly using Life Cycle Assessment 
methodology. I had just had a seminar presentation on environmental assessments 
of different technical options which Inga Carlman had attended, and while leaving 
the meeting she said to me “It is good that you are able to assess which option is 
the more environmentally friendly one, but when we know that, that is when the 
real work starts!” 

What she alluded to, was that knowing which the better option is does not 
make us actually use that better option. It put words on something that I had 
observed and been frustrated by over the years. I had at several occasions during 
my life so far been involved in research projects where a new technology obviously 
would be less environmentally impacting, provide a better product or service, 
while using natural resources more efficient and create larger economic revenues 
for the involved company or organization – and still the idea would not take off, 
the technology would not be used, sometimes not even considered at all. The 
engineer in me had been frustrated, Inga Carlman’s words marked a point in time 
when I more actively started to understand this phenomena and not only letting it 
frustrate me [1]. Knowing what is the better option is of course something we need 
to know, but that is where the real work starts, to create flourishing societies 
within planetary boundaries.  
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What is the better option?  

One reason for why we do not move forward as fast as the frustrated me would 
like us to, is that we actually do not agree on what direction is forward. While the 
United Nations Global Goals of 2015 has given a strong indication of direction for 
global development from the international society, a vast number of more detailed 
“how?” questions remain. Different views on sustainability can be one such root 
cause for disagreements that lead to inaction. Here Inga Carlman and I share the 
view of strong sustainability; that it is necessary to protect the integrity of the 
biosphere and its ecosystems, and that social and economic sustainable societies 
only can exist on the base of a sustainable biosphere. This view is for most people 
unproblematic on an overarching level, but it often becomes problematic, also for 
me, when handling real tradeoffs in practice. As an example can be mentioned, 
that sometimes occurs when working with ecosystem services, is that using 
receiver or market valuation in some cases very obviously give the ecosystems 
lower value than their importance to economy [2]. 

What is regarded more important to consider by us humans also changes over 
time, partly because we actually solve some problems, but also because changes in 
awareness, or that new use of technology or organization of society have created a 
new problem [3]. During the latest decades society has developed from an 
environmental awareness, with reactive thinking of the “pre Brundtland age” into 
having sustainability as the goal for human development after the Rio declaration. 
Lately, within the environmental scientific sphere, the concept of resilience is 
increasingly superimposed on the sustainability paradigm. Such development also 
shifts the predominant articulation of sustainable development [4] and such shifts 
are important to be aware of if you want to be an agent for change in any specific 
direction. Another example is how to assess bio based products and biomass use, if 
we strive toward a bio based society [5]. For a future society, where use of 
renewable resources are dominating, climate impacts will probably not be the most 
significant issue to minimize in society or optimize technical systems towards – but 
what is it then? To some extent we need to handle such questions already today, 
since the choices of technologies, infrastructure etc that we make today will to 
some extent be present also in a future bio based society.  

Globally, we need to significantly increase human well-being for a large part of 
the world’s population [1]. However, if this is done wrong, the potential to worsen 
global environmental problems and overburden planetary boundaries is 
significant. Technically mankind has at its disposal much of what is needed to 
solve these problems, but we don’t seem to be able to use available options in 
effective ways.  
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To get us going 

Other reasons to stay inactive can be that even if we have a clear vision, the vision 
is not easily transferable into guidelines for actions in our everyday life, or our 
daily work. This can be observed for example in product or material development 
projects, where overarching visions and goals are hard to interpret when it comes 
to the details of the development work, and these issues thus might become 
“somebody else’s problem” [6]. But it might also be the result of overwhelming by 
the sheer magnitude of issues and their complex interaction [7]. There is a 
continuous flow of information and a general awareness about the necessity of 
taking action (thereby reducing the negative anthropocentric contribution to global 
warming and ecological systems depletion); and it is important to arrange 
platforms that serves to shape a fruitful dialogue between all stakeholders – from 
individual to groups – that will make it possible to create a common plan to be 
implemented [7].  

To get a holistic view of the complex problems and to clarify the relationships 
of structure and function, systems thinking has been applied; e.g. modelling, 
cybernetics, systems analysis, life cycle assessment and energy and material flow 
analysis [8]. Such tools used collectively, conceptualized as ‘integrated assessment’, 
can help to communicate fundamental knowledge, and to support decision-
making when identifying, developing and implementing precautionary measures 
and solutions. There are good examples demonstrating the strength of such 
approaches; e.g. solutions to the ozone depletion by replacing CFC’s with more 
chemically reactive compounds that are degraded within the troposphere. 

Governance in the Anthropocene must be based on an understanding of the 
problem picture at hand, and learning how to appropriately address increasingly 
complex issues [8]. Information flows, communication, interpretation and 
stakeholder involvement are at the same time moving into focus, for us to actually 
achieve any goals we have been able to set up. That organisational systems 
intended to lead to a better environment don’t always deliver might partly be 
driven by such issues, and thus we can think of ideas as e.g. to incorporate 
ecosystem service thinking into environmental impact assessment in order to 
enhance stakeholder involvement and strengthen the role of alternatives in such 
processes [9]. 

 
To release creativity 

To handle the tremendous challenge before us we will need the power and 
ingenious of many brains and many, perhaps all human beings. We will need to 
crate processes to transfer and transform information between individuals with 
different expertise and knowledge so that it becomes actionable for each involved 
individual [10, 11]. For example the understanding by a natural scientist of such 
issues as ‘planetary boundaries’, ‘limitations’ and ‘needs to reduce’ have better 
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chances to become realized in practice if they can be transformed into positive 
design challenges of products and services in a flourishing society within such 
boundaries [12]. If we can transform problems into such positive challenges it 
might be one way to release creativity to replace fear for future with action to 
create a flourishing society. To more often be able to find such positive challenges 
could partly be facilitated by talking more about good and inspiring examples 
within this area. But to be able to talk about such examples we need to know about 
them. One, to me, inspiring example is building design incorporating a heated 
atrium, a design feature that in the climate of north Sweden seems to be able to 
simultaneously enhance energy efficiency and facilitate social interaction [13]. This 
might be one of many ideas that, taken together, can help us build a flourishing 
future. 

 
Integrated environmental assessment 

What Inga Carlman said to me, when I first came to Mid Sweden University, has 
over time developed into the understanding that to move in direction of 
sustainable, flourishing societies we need to have with us the wider perspective of 
integrated environmental assessment while we pursue new knowledge with the 
goal of taking action [14]. The understanding of the state of the world and the 
situation for nature and ecosystems is necessary, but not enough. In connection, 
there are pressures on the biosphere in forms of e.g. emissions or changes in 
physical landscapes due to human uses, which are necessary to grasp, but that is 
still not enough. The pressures on nature are seldom the result of intentional 
actions intended to destroy nature, generally they are the results of the processes 
humanity uses to generate gods and services for human well-being – those are the 
drivers. The changes in nature due to the combination of all pressures generate 
impacts to the human society and to our ability to generate human well-being and 
living good lives. When large enough groups of people can discern and 
comprehend such impacts and their drivers, we can through governance structures 
create responses to the impacts. The responses may be in different forms of 
management practices, laws, economic steering tools, dissemination of information 
etc. affecting the drivers causing negative impacts. We sometimes discuss this as 
the DPSIR framework of thinking. To this framework we also should add the need 
for innovation and technical development of appropriate technical and 
organizational solutions.  

Research vise, we will still need deep knowledge and research in all these 
different areas, and individual researchers will mainly work in one or a couple of 
the mentioned areas. But for positive change to actually happen, all the parts will 
have to be understood, and we thus all need to keep what each of us work with in 
the integrated perspective - otherwise it will be very hard to take action; the issue 
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that frustrated me so many years back and which Inga Carlman put words to for 
me. It is not easier, but necessary if we want to be part of creating flourishing 
societies within planetary boundaries.  
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