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Barriers and Deficits with Implementing ESD 2000 – 2009 

With Focus on UNESCO’s Action Goals for the Second Half of the Decade 

Dieter Gross (Berlin), Shuichi Nakayama (Hiroshima) 

I. Efforts in Implementing ESD, 2000 - 2008 

In 2000, 5 years ahead of the UN Decade, experts have been asked about the barriers with 

implementing the principle of sustainability in education: which are the barriers, which 

qualifications for students will be needed and what priority steps should be taken next for 

succeeding in implementing ESD?1 

 

The experts’ analysis served as a blueprint for a survey within a German-Japanese Project in 

20082 – surveyed focus: has there been any progress within the past 8 years, taking also in 

account the activities of the UN Decade since 2005 and before?   

 

108 and 21 Japanese ESD-experts have taken part in this 2008 Survey. The overviews reveal 

the deficits and show regional differences.  

 

Survey  
Barriers 2000 ς 2008 changed? 

International Survey: 
Responses in 
Percentages  

Japanese Survey: 
Responses in 
Percentages  

# The concept behind "sustainability" hasn't been explained 
sufficiently: most people still do not understand it.  

78,4  57,1  

# there is no real rethinking of education itself, only social aspects 
are added to EE  

53,6  80,9  

Evaluation of initiatives for implementing ESD/results  

# NO intensive cooperation among communities, schools, and 
teacher education institutions  

51,2  76,2  

# Teacher education institutions haven’t been reformed to educate 
the next generation of teachers how to prepare students for a 
sustainable future  

60,9  81,0  

Student/Qualification: Progress  
# An understanding of the issues facing them at the local and global 
levels and how issues regarding the environment, the economy, and 
society's well being are interdependent.  

56,5  45,0  

# To accept more responsibility  38,8  25,0  

 

 

                                                           
1 The results of the Survey 2000 have been published in Human Nature Articles - Vol. 5, No. 2, December, 2000, ‘Three 

Questions on Education for Sustainable Development’  

2
  Result of the Survey, online: ESD Barriers 

http://www.desd.sustain-future.org/int_jap_compilation_survey%20results_dg.pdf 
 
 
 

http://www.desd.sustain-future.org/int_jap_compilation_survey%20results_dg.pdf


2 
 

The necessary priority steps for implementing ESD, urgently required in the 2000 Survey, 

confirm the existing deficits. The Japanese figures are in italics. 

Have those requirements of 2000 been followed by successful 
initiatives? Efforts to cope with these requirements, are there 
changes?  

YES  To some 
extent  

No  

Have politicians committed their constituents and themselves to 
both a global and a local solution to sustainable development?  

2,3%  
0%  

54,5%  
47,6%  

43,2 
 52,4%  

Has the public been linked to the process of implementing 
sustainable development?  

1,1%  
4,8%  

52,3%  
52,4%  

46,6% 
 42,9%  

Have new legislative frameworks been created that will incite the 
principle actors of the economy to understand that their field is 
intertwined with the environment and society?  

10,1% 
4,8%  

53;9% 
 47,6%  

36;0% 
 47,6%  

Have new spaces been created for dialogue between society's 
stakeholders?  

10,1% 
4,8%  

59,6% 
 47,6%  

30,3% 
 47,6%  

Has there been established an intensive cooperation among 
communities, schools, and teacher education institutions?  

3,5%  
0%  

45,3% 
 23,8%  

51,2% 
 76,2%  

 

The figures in the ‘YES’ column are more illuminating than the other ones. Only a minor 

percentage of the 2008 respondents have agreed that the politicians have strived for both a 

global and local responsibility to sustainable development; that the public has been linked to 

the process of implementing sustainable development and that there has been a dialogue 

between society’s stakeholders. 

The Japanese figures in the 'NO' column illustrated more negative as compared with 

international figures. An inference for this result is that the Japanese teachers are strictly 

required to follow the Course of Study by the Ministry of Education. The Course of Study has 

adopted a study of ESD or sustainable societies very recent after this survey. Japanese 

Ministry of Education has started nation-wide campaign of promoting ESD or a study of 

sustainable societies since September 2009. 

 

Respondents were also asked to comment and explain the reasons for barriers and deficits. 

These comments confirm different prerequisites within the regions and summarize what 

needs to be done there. 

Comments from Europe: 
# EE is still confused with environmental studies, not adequate teacher training;  

# Sustainability is not a priority for political leaders etc. 

Comment from Latin America: 
# Political leaders haven’t interest in motivate people to participate, Brazil 

# The lack of continuity in governments; political leaders do not always encourage empowerment, Brazil 

# Lack of competent teachers, Peru 

# Lack of promoting analytical thinking on students, Costa Rica 

# Political leader don’ t want to motivate people,  Mexico 
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Comment from the Asia-Pacific Area: 
#  Lack of coordination and concerted efforts to come out with a comprehensive approach, India 

# Yes, teachers lack the sensibility of imparting ESD, Pakistan 

# Lack of government support, Pakistan 

# Lack of teacher’s knowledge and skills to integrate the concept of ESD into school curriculum, Thailand  

# Political unrest ‘,Asia 

 

LLΦ ¦b9{/hΩǎ !Ŏǘƛƻƴ Dƻŀƭǎ and the Survey Results 

The continuing existence of barriers with implementing ESD at the midterm of the Decade 

has led the UNESCO World Conference in establishing Action Goals for the rest of the 

Decade and inviting the participants and the community to discuss them.  

 

The goals are focussed on a detailed 'Call for Actions' (policy and practice level) in order to 

respond to the current and future challenges caused by unsustainable societies. However 

the policy stakeholders seem still to be aloof what is concerning the consequences of the 

Declaration. Despite the positive reception of the Declaration there is some inadequacy in its 

specification. The listing of Action Goals (a-r) includes no prioritized ranking. The necessary 

activities can't be focussed on those goals which are most promising.  

1. Which are the Goals that will successfully be realized until by 2014? Those demand 

appropriate efforts and support.  

2. Which of the Goals have only a minor chance of being realized? 

3. Which Goals, having the least chance of being realized, still require promotion because 

they are systemic for the Decade? 

A survey has been conducted within a German-Japanese Project in 2009: to which extent or 

degree might UNESCO’s Action Goals be realized until 2014? This current survey on 

implementing ESD hasn’t been a singular project; it has been embedded in the same efforts 

since 2000.  

111 international ESD experts have taken part in this 2009-Survey, from  

Europe Asia-Pacific Africa Latin America North America Oceania  

65 23 3 7 8 5 

Filter Europe 34 Filter Japan 13 - - -  - 

 

Altogether there are about 50 thematic results – based on the Action Goals (policy and 

practice level) which had to be diversified into sub-goals, otherwise the results would have 

been imprecise because the adopted Goals served like a Capricorn or box where a lot of 

different goals and addressees were allocated. By asking the participants to evaluate the 

goals we learn satisfactory and unsatisfactory prospects, evaluated by those who are familiar 
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with these issues, doing bottom-up: either after having encountered barriers and deficits or 

being convinced by own experiences that the goals might be implemented successfully. 

The participants were also asked to put in ideas or comment previous approaches.  
# what is most urgent to solve at the policy level? 83 comments  
# how to awake and strengthen public awareness on ESD? 86 comments  
# which steps should be taken next? 

The results of the present survey present the opportunity to provide a strategy for 

implementing ESD with action-oriented efficiency; drivers and catalysts have been revealed 

by priority ranking. The results of the survey reflect the bandwidth of low and high 

evaluation, the following charts do the same in referring to goals with satisfactory and those 

with unsatisfactory outcomes. 

Example for a satisfactory result within the Action Goals:  

q) Engage the expertise available within the UN system to strengthen ESD in key sustainable 

development conventions; for example, those focusing on biodiversity, climate change, 

desertification and intangible cultural heritage. 

Surveyed question:  

Expertise available within the UN system - q2) strengthening ESD by focussing on climate change 

 

„Global climate change can serve as a prototype of a sustainability problem, one which is 

characterized by a high degree of complexity, expressed by a strong interrelationship 

between ecological, social and economic dimensions, which have important consequences 

for future generations; furthermore there is the uncertainty about the routes that should be 

followed to find a solution”.3  

In referring to this goal we may get some insights how far this prototype has been evaluated 

for strengthening ESD. 

 

The results have been filtered: 111 international experts have taken part, within this group: 

34 European and 13 Japanese respondents – the first figure shows the number of 

respondents who have answered the question. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3
 Giorgio Bertini, Sustainable Development and Education for Sustainable Development; SCRIBD, 27.11.09, p.2 
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Climate: Dec. 2009 

 

 

 

This outcome is based on the intensive consideration of this topic in the media, as further 
topics of this kind too. However there are contradictory results in the survey. A considerable 
number of respondents think that the use of media for awakening public awareness should 
be increased and on the other hand media itself have been less highly rated when the 
respondents were asked ‘in how far have the media contributed for fostering public 
awareness and understanding of sustainability issues?  
The relevant figures here are less promising: nearly 60% of the respondents think this might 

be only realized to 50% and less. This applies to all regional results. 

 

Sustainability and ‘sustainability thinking’ need communication because of their specific 

features, it is not directly experienced and it is very complex: scientific data, analysis and 

translation have to be communicated into the public. But instead of focusing on 

sustainability current media are mainly interested in environmental issues in terms of 

political conflict, economic costs and losses and not on solutions; moreover journalists often 
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lack scientific competence. Thus the media may not be regarded as signposts and catalysts 

for awareness-raising to sustainability within the public.4 

The participants of the UNESCO World Conference on ESD (2009) were also aware of the 
need of greater efforts for training and education for media educators and trainers in order 
to promote an active interdisciplinary approach towards ESD e.g. social justice, gender 
equality, and other relevant values that are integral to ESD – to enable recognition of ESD by 
media audiences around the world.5 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4
 Media and Mass Communication, Signposts and Catalysts to Sustainability, H. Bonfadelli, AGS, CCES &ETH 

Sustainability Workshop, 15-16 Oct. 2009, PowerPoint Presentation 
5
 UNESCO World Conference on Education for Sustainable Development, Proceedings 2009 

Workshop 11: Media as Partners for ESD, 68 
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1) A Three-Filter-Approach for regionalizing and ranking of the Action Goals  

Using a Three-Filter-Approach allows regionalizing and ranking when the cut has been done by 60% 

and more. This approach provides satisfactory, nearly satisfactory and unsatisfactory results, e.g. 

ESD and climate change; date: Dec. 2009 

All experts, 111 

10% 20% 30% 40% 50%  60% 70% 80% 90% 100% > 60% 

0 2,2 2,2 8,8 8,8  13,2 25,3 17,6 19,8 2,2 78,1 

European experts, 34 

10% 20% 30% 40% 50%  60% 70% 80% 90% 100% > 60% 

0 3,7 7,4 3,7 3,7  14,8 22,2 3,7 40,7 0 81,4 

Japanese experts, 13 

10% 20% 30% 40% 50%  60% 70% 80% 90% 100% > 60% 

0 0 0 7,7 7,7  23,1 23,1 23,1 7,7 7,7 84,7 

How to read it: 78,1% of all experts (111) think this goal will be realized to ‘60% and more’; 81,4%  of 

the European experts (34) think this will be realized to ‘60% and more’ and 84,7% of the Japanese 

experts(13) think so too. 
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2) Satisfactory Results 

Making use of the Ψсл҈- and- more- ŎǳǘΩ (hereby adding the percentages of respondents 

who have evaluated the goal of being realized from 60% to 100%) provides an overview of 

the ranking, from top to bottom,  

Action Goal 60% and  more /111 European/34 Japanese/13 
q2) climate change  78,1% 81,4 84,7 

n) ESD networking (schools and 
universities) 

59,4% 70,3 61,6 

i 3) NGOs 55,6% 56,0 53,9 

h2 ) dialogue on ESD by good 
practices 

55,0% 59,2 61,6 

d 6) scientific community 55,0% 71,1 30,8 

j ) youth 53,9% 66,6 46,2 

 

There are regionalized results which are nearly alike, e.g. ‘climate change’ - besides 

Europeans’ highly ranked evaluation of ‘ESD networking’, ‘scientific community’ and ‘youth’ 

which contrasts with the Japanese responses where ‘youth’ and ‘scientific community’ have 

been surveyed much lower. Reasons for the lower responses might be the fact that the ESD 

curriculum is still weak in schools for 'youth' and 'scientific community’, especially like 

educational community is still slow for the development of ESD curriculum.  

 

The results are appropriate to think about strategies of realizing these Actions Goals and 

how to make use of the regional results. The 2009 DESD Global Report Learning for a 

Sustainable World6, based on the Monitoring and Evaluation questionnaire (M&E 2008), 

responded by 97 countries and mainly focused by governmental feedback, summarized this 

goal by 

 ΨǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎκ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 

other potential partners in ESD at a local, national and international level, appears crucial. 

Such capacity-building is also needed e.g. in the world of business and industry and the NGO-

ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩΣ  

UNESCO’s statement may be opposed by a ‘Survey Ranking’ which has been used for this 

paper where  111 respondents have provided a figure-based bottom-up approach for 

decision-making towards goal-oriented activities. The Action Goal n) ESD networking (schools 

and universities) has been positively assessed by all experts and especially by the European 

respondents – their evaluation should be furthermore promoted and strengthened, this also 

applies for d6) ‘scientific community’. 

                                                           
6 United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD, 2005-2014) 

Review of Contexts and Structures for Education for Sustainable Development 2009, UNESCO 

Learning for a Sustainable World, prepared by: Arjen Wals (Wageningen University, the Netherlands), p.65 

The interference in this review seems to be more based on arithmetically collected findings: 10 deficits and 10 ways 

forward. 
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Furthermore there is an encouraging trend what is concerning ‘YOUTH’, Action Goal  

j) “ engage the commitment, solidarity and potential of youth and their organisations and 

networks in enhancing ESD”. This supports UNESCO’s announcing of having a specific focus 

on ‘youth’ and ‘gender equality’ for the future7  i.e. these efforts should be strengthened 

anyhow because they may be used as DRIVERS for implementing ESD in the global 

community. Moreover the UNESCO Global Report recalls that youth initiatives are beginning 

to emerge rapidly and that these are conducted by NGOs, the private sector, government, 

universities and intergovernmental organizations. 

3) Nearly Satisfactory Results 

Action Goal 60% and  more /111 European/34 Japanese/13 
i 4) ESD should become an inte-
gral part of training of leaders in 
business 

48,4 50;0 38,5 

b1) public awareness- raising 47,1 53,2 46,2 

h3) national ESD indicators 46,2 62,9 46,2 

m) gender equality  44,0 40,7 46,2 

b2) media  41,5 40,7 38,5 

 

These figures, although classified as nearly satisfactory, demand strenuous efforts in 

promoting because they are still accompanied by weaknesses, comments on  these: 

 

Action Goal I 4)‘ESD should become an integral part of training of leaders in business’:  
ESD is not just limited to education, Executive Education for SD in business must be also 

taken into account. These deficits have been confirmed in the UNESCO Global Report 2009: 

“ESD should, possibly in connection with the rise of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), 

become an integral part in the training of leaders in business and industry. The latter has 

been little emphasized in the DESD so far” 8 

This view was also represented by the participants of the UNESCO World Conference, 

underlining ‘that more dialogue between the ESD community and key economic 

stakeholders was needed, particularly in business and government, as well as with business 

educators, economists, and relevant NGOs. Education must not simply serve the (old) 

economy; ESD must help transform it with new knowledge, skills and values’.9  

What is concerning ‘training of leaders in businesses’ in Japan, compared with the other 

results, there seems still to be a need of action. The 'training of leaders in business' in Japan 

is progressing more in the area of CSR. An important action to be taken is to stress the 

linkage of ESD and CSR in Japan.  

                                                           
7
 UNESCO World Conference on Education for Sustainable Development, Proceedings 2009 

Workshop 11: Media as Partners for ESD, p.58 
8
 United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD, 2005-2014) 

Review of Contexts and Structures for Education for Sustainable Development 2009, UNESCO, p.65 
9
 Workshop 8: The Economic Pillar of Sustainable Development: Educational Approaches, UNESCO World Conference on 

Education for Sustainable Development, Proceedings 2009, p.61 
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All results on ‘gender equality’ are nearly alike but one aspect calls for greater attention:  

sustainable women. ESD is dependent on a change in mental mode. Women practice and are 

familiar with a ‘mental mode’ which is specifically appropriate for SD and  ESD, women tend 

to think in a way which is accustomed to balance out ‘as well as’,  something we will be 

dependent on when dealing with decision-making structures e.g. decisions within an 

economy-society- environment complex or even how to design ESD curricula.  

Men are more familiar with an ‘either-or thinking’. Insofar it is justified and necessary to put 

more focus on ‘gender equality’.  

Further international results allow conclusions in regard to the roadmap; these goals will be 

realized to ‘60% and more’ until 2014, especially the following goals: 

Action Goals > 60% 

k1) major contribution of society 44,4 

p) ESD will be implemented beyond 
the Decade 

44,0 

f3) integrating systemic curricula 42,9 

e1) international cooperation  42,2 

f1) effective pedagogical approaches 40,3 

 

4) Unsatisfactory Results  

Action Goal 60% and  more /111 European/34 Japanese/13 
d5) civil society 35,4 41,9 15,4 

a3) at the national level 28,5 31,2 15,4 

d4) coordinated policies/business 23,2 26,7 15,4 

c1) adequate resources 18,5 22,6 30,8 

 
There is a considerable number of Action Goals which may be classified as ‘unsatisfactory’ 
because the respondents think they won’t be sufficiently realized.  
The selected Action Goals (regionally filtered) reveal significant differences to the generally 
low tendency of all goals, here especially the Japanese figures. The Japanese respondents 
tend to see that the Government efforts implementing ESD programs at national level are 
relatively weak. Respondents might easily feel that Government is concentrating in more 
anti-global warming issue than other issues relating ESD.  
 
d5)Re-orient education and training systems … develop and implement ESD policies through coordinated 
approaches that also involve civil society  
 
a3) Promote ESD’s contribution to all of education and to achieving quality education, with particular regard to 
fostering the goals of the ESD agenda at the national level.  
 
d4) Develop and implement ESD through coordinated policies that also involve business and the corporate 
sector  
 
c1) Mobilize adequate resources and funding in favour of ESD, in particular through integrating into national 
development policy and budgetary frameworks. 
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The UNESCO Global Report 2009 is documenting this by summarizing: 
“In most countries across the world, the availability of public budgets and/or economic incentives is 

either non-existent or minimal at best …raising funds for ESD activities and projects is key to ensure 

the successful achievement of the DESD”, UNESCO 200910  

 
Besides these (s.a) there is a long list of deficits in realizing these Goals, e.g. 
 
Teacher education practice; support teacher education institution; contribution of civil 
society to ESD actions; recognition of local knowledge; SD a cross cutting theme; to support 
teachers to evaluate ESD processes; integrate ESD by involving the private sector; to 
integrate ESD in programmes; ESD in the priorities of foundations; North-South Cooperation; 
 
5) Results of additional questions within the Survey: 
 
What is most urgent to solve at the policy level? 83 comments, e.g.  
The suggestions might be summarized by emphasizing  the following comments:  
# More bottom-up,  
# SD should be taken more seriously at the centres of political and economic power, 
# More assistance to develop ESD policies in developing countries,  
# More cooperation between different sectors and administration –  
 
this is confirmed by the survey, where the goal d3) ‘ESD policies, intersectoral’ is evaluated: 
23% of the respondents  think this will be realized to ‘60% and more’ or vice versa 67% think 
this will be realized to 50% and less. 
 
How to awake and strengthen public awareness on ESD? 86 comments, e.g. 
 
This issue seems still to be in the focus of the National Commissions, re-confirmed on the 
World Conference in Bonn by the members of the German Commission: being puzzled about 
the current unsuccessful ways to address the public and asking for ideas how to succeed.  
The comments within the survey are focused on:  
# Using media as the key for public awareness-raising on ESD. Footnote; this is not really 
promising although widespread demanded. Media are currently more focused on 
ΨŎŀǘŀǎǘǊƻǇƘŜǎΩ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ƳŜŘƛŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ( see above), 
# Merge business, education, science and greening education at the local/regional level; 
output-based 
# Show good (best) practice examples and promote the message of ESD. 
 
This is supported by the survey: h2) dialogue on ESD by sharing good practices/ being 
realized with 60% and more by the respondents: all 55%, European respondents 59,2 and 
61,6% by the Japanese respondents.  
 
 
 

                                                           
10

 United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD, 2005-2014 
Review of Contexts and Structures for Education for Sustainable Development 2009, UNESCO, p.71 
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Which steps should be taken next? 

Implementing ESD at the practice level: ranking from top to bottom 

All 111 Europe 34 Japan 13 
real rethinking of education real rethinking of education training of administrators 

raise public awareness reform of teacher education hands-on ESD materials 

reform of teacher education raise public awareness focus on systemic thinking 

sufficient financial resources sufficient financial resources reform of teacher education 

ESD curricula: subject oriented, 
based on competencies 

ESD curricula: subject oriented, 
based on competencies 

sufficient financial resources 

focus on systemic thinking hands-on ESD materials ESD curricula: subject oriented, 
based on competencies 

hands-on ESD materials develop national ESD indicators develop national ESD indicators 

develop national ESD indicators focus on systemic thinking real rethinking of education 
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III. A LOST DECADE? A Strategy for Realizing the Second Half of the Decade 
 
There are widespread efforts within the community towards implementing ESD goals until 2014 and 
beyond. This was also the reason for adopting UNESCO’s Action Goals in 2009, with the knowledge 
that there are still shortcomings. UNESCO’s Global Report 2009 has meanwhile documented these 
deficits:  
 
× lack  of human and financial resources 
× difficulties in making linkages with ESD 
× weak inter-sectoral collaboration 
× lack of appropriate tools for ESD and difficulties in assessing ESD 

 
What the adopted Action Goals are promising and what we will get is vague. In order to see what 
expects us we have to set priorities. A ranking within the Action Goals has to be identified in order to 
promote those goals that may succeed or support those which won’t i.e. and we really need to learn 
those with a low ranking. Both results are necessary for an action-oriented approach.  
 
Another issue within in the survey was to highlight regional differences, namely to consider Japanese 
responses in view of the End of the Decade in Japan and in isolating those issues which will be 
suitable for transferring within international cooperation.  
 
The results of the survey may be used for a roadmap within the near future. All stakeholders should 
promote the goals by intra- and intersectoral cooperation and make use of this knowledge for an 
action-oriented planning. The results of the Survey suggest the following steps within the roadmap.  
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The results of the SURVEY have shown that there are successful DRIVERS which should be used and 
continuously be promoted for implementing ESD 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                    and BOOSTERS: they need substantial support, especially at the policy level 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Both groups should be part of a common strategy and should be mutually reinforcing used. 

 
 
 
 

# develop knowledge through ESD networking (schools, universities, 
education centres and education networks) 
# integrate ESD by involving NGOs and development partners  

# dialogue on ESD by sharing and recognition of good practice  

# develop and implement ESD policies through  

approaches that involve the scientific community  

# engage the commitment, solidarity and potential of youth and their 

organisations and networks in enhancing ESD. Foster young people’s 

ownership of ESD questions and issues. 

# Global syndromes (e.g. climate change) engage the expertise 

available within the UN system to strengthen ESD in key sustainable 

development conventions for example focussing on climate change  

 

# mobilize adequate resources  

# implement ESD through coordinated policies that involve business and 

corporate sector 

# develop and implement ESD policies through approaches that also 

involve civil society   

#  promoting the role and the contribution of media for fostering public 

awareness and understanding of sustainability issues 

# ESD should actively promote gender equality 

# public awareness-raising policies 

# training of business leaders 

Satisfactory Results 

Deficits  
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