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Science shows that Finland needs 
a new kind of positive image  
of a sustainable  future

National government plays a significant role 
in showing the way towards sustainability. 
It can, in many ways, support, involve and, 
otherwise, motivate people and commu-
nities to make the sustainability transfor-
mation happen. National government can 
dismantle obstacles and modify structures, 
but it, alone, cannot build a sustainable fu-
ture or accelerate the sustainability trans-
formation. The participation of all actors of 
society in various roles is needed in business, 
the financing system, the media sector, 
municipalities, education and research, 
communities and associations, and also as 
individuals. 

I n Finland we can foresee a future in 
which good, healthy and meaningful life 
with a minimal burden on the environ-

ment. This will be achieved through interdis-
ciplinary economic wisdom, the implemen-
tation of bold systemic transformations and 
a broad dialogue in society. 
It is important to involve 
those groups and organi-
sations, which, up until now, 
have not had the chance to 
participate in the building 
of a sustainable way of life. 
A future that is sustainable 
in the long-term is created 
today on the basis of scientific knowledge – 
through joint efforts by various actors. 

Building an ecologically sustainable and just 
welfare state is the same kind of national 
venture as were previously the establishment 
of the school system and healthcare that 
serves the entire population or the launch of 
the pension system. It is not an impossible 
task, but making it happen will require polit-
ical commitment across the board, a respect 
for knowledge-based decision-making and 

the rethinking of our way of life in a manner 
that involves all people. We must break free 
from pursuing such progress that increas-
es ecological debt. Being able to do this 
requires that each decision-maker in differ-
ent sectors and on different levels of society 

actively takes responsibility 
for identifying risks and op-
portunities and participates 
in the ecosocial building 
and development of new 
technologies that recognise 
the limits of this planet. 

Finland, inevitably, op-
erates in the global community as part of 
the planet’s natural systems. The impacts 
of production and consumption extend to 
ecosystems and people in different parts of 
the Earth. Finland has the prerequisites for 
showing the way to others and also a global 
obligation to do so. Leading by example re-
quires that we, together with various actors 
in society, recognise the view of a sustain-
able future, set ambitious goals and take 
determined action to achieve them. 

T he overuse of natural resources 
and environmental pollution have 
progressed so far that instead of a 

gradual change, we need a swift societal 
transformation which allocates resources 
in a new way, one that fosters sustainabil-
ity. The sustainability transformation is a 
systemic approach for society to change, in 
an orderly and holistic manner, its well-be-
ing-maintaining systems from the current 
unsustainable activities to ones that are sus-
tainable in all respects. However, the road 
towards the sustainability transformation is 
being blocked by bumps and signposts that 
lead us astray. These include the illusions of 
continuity, inconvenience and decoupling.

Finland has the pre-
requisites for showing 
the way to others and 
also a global obliga-
tion to do so.

Step 1: Direction 
When you want something 

new, let go of the old. 

Step 2: Flexibility
When you want to ensure 
progress, identify the risks 

and improve flexibility. 

Step 3: Learning
When you pursue well-be-
ing, secure an eco-social 

bildung that combines 
knowledge and ethics.

A new kind of vision for achieving  
a sustainable  
future

A sustainable welfare state is achievable
We need a rapid change in society’s structures  
and functioning  



In Finland we can foresee  
a future 
in which good, healthy and meaningful life with a minimal 
burden on the environment is possible. This will be achieved 
through interdisciplinary economic wisdom, the imple-
mentation of bold systemic transformations and a broad 
dialogue in society. A future that is sustainable in the long-
term is created today on the basis of scientific knowledge – 
through joint efforts by various actors.

Sustainable well-being 

Dialogue Systems 
thinking

In order to succeed, 
we require 

the involvement of 
all actors in society 

Experiments 
and good 
examples 

Illusions of 
continuity, 
inconvenience 
and decoupling 

Viruses

Conflicts 
and wars 

Injustice

Pollution 
Ecological

debt

Economic
growth

Knowledge-
based 

decision-
making 

A meaningful, good 
and valuable life 

New 
well-being 

metrics 

Sustainability transformation offers wide 
range of tasks. The participation of all 
actors of society in various roles is need-
ed in business, the financing system, the 
media sector, municipalities, education 
and research, communities and associa-
tions, and also as individuals.

Eco-social  
bildung
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The illusion of inconvenience is a com-
mon first impression of the sustaina-
bility transformation. According to it, 

the transformation is a difficult and complex 
bundle of challenges interconnected in a 
way that cannot be anticipated. Fostering 
sustainable development is considered to in-
volve giving up the current accomplishments 
or returning to days past, although it could 
be seen as a life-enriching, smooth transi-
tion that is manageable through coopera-
tion and leads towards new, fully sustainable 
practices. 

Political decision-makers, business life and 
individual consumers need shared expe-
riences of sustainability, meaning a more 
convenient, pleasant and functioning envi-
ronment, as well as well-being and health. 
Concrete examples can be used to share 
experiences of the value that is gained when 
harmful things are given up and of the con-
tradictions that exist between our consump-
tion habits and goals. 

Good examples can be 
made even better by im-
plementing various kinds 
of pilots. Accelerating the 
sustainability transforma-
tion requires communicat-
ing openly about success-
ful experiments locally, 
nationally and globally. 

In fostering health, links have been iden-
tified between the health of people and 
the environment as planetary health. An 
abundant nature supports both physical 
and psychological well-being, and cli-
mate-wise exercise and diet also support 
human health.  

Replacing meat with new, plant-based 
proteins means a shift to a different kind 
of a diet; it does not mean one would go 
hungry or never eat tasty food again. 
In addition, it will bring new, innovative 
business operations and jobs to Finland. 
Using transport that produces lower 
emissions, such as bicycling or walking, is 
a change that will improve the quality of 
life and offer health benefits and the joy 
of exercising.

A successful sustainability transforma-
tion helps to avoid crises, but overcoming 
crises is also empowering. For example, 
the Covid-19 pandemic was an opportu-
nity for many employers and families to 
try out new ways to nurture health and 
well-being; nature provided a space 
without infection risks for both relaxa-
tion and exercising; new recipes could be 
experimented within the kitchen at home, 
and companies created new methods 
and routines for remote work. 

Social debate as a way to exit 
the paths leading us astray

In Finland, there is a mutual understanding 
concerning the need to foster sustainable 
development. However, the concrete meth-

ods to do so are still being debated. 

The established institutions and operating 
methods and old truths considered to be 
set in stone make it difficult for new kinds of 
information, and information that highlights 
uncertainties to penetrate decision-mak-
ing in the government and in companies. 
In a stable operating environment, deci-
sion-making routines help actors to operate 
efficiently, but when new kinds of challenges 
are being solved, it must be possible to both 
let go of the old and align the new operating 
methods with the previous decision-making 
systems and implementation structures. 

In addition to new kinds of information, new 
methods to produce and apply information 
are needed. Using systems thinking in the 
social debate between various actors helps 

take uncertainties into consideration. A di-
alogue that brings together different view-
points challenges the assumption that there 
is only one distinct alternative to be found 
that solves complex issues. 

A debate in which various actors are gen-
uinely heard needs to be based on exten-
sive researched information. For example, 
social welfare and health policy should not 
be left for sector politicians alone to make, 
nor should the economy only be the respon-
sibility of economists. Instead, the debate 
concerning the sustainable economy of the 
future should be comprehensive and multi-
disciplinary. 

The Expert Panel for Sustainable Devel-
opment has identified the following key 
illusions that slow down the progress of the 
sustainability transformation, as well as 
ways to overcome these illusions.

From the illusion of inconvenience 
to well-being that respects nature
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I n the illusion of continuity, tomorrow is 
a seamless continuum of yesterday, and 
reason and emotion do not accommo-

date futures that are radically different. This 
is problematic in a world where changes are 
being intensified by global interdependency 
and new technologies, as well as the climate 
crisis and decreasing biodiversity. The ear-
lier preconditions of operations will change 
and may shatter in a fundamental manner. 
The illusion of continuity is also maintained 
by the thought pattern according to which 
different kinds of futures are unrealistic, 
although the future will certainly be different 
from today.

The illusion of continuity is 
also associated with the 
fantasy that we are being 
able to simultaneously 
grow the economy and 
reduce the burden on the 
environment. This is called 
the illusion of decoupling. 
Based on research evidence, it is not possi-
ble to achieve the decoupling of economic 
growth measured by GDP from the increase 
in the burden on the environment. An extra 
challenge is the current model of outsourc-
ing the adverse impacts of production to 
other countries, which gives rise to excessive 
optimism about the reduction of climate 
emissions in Finland, for example.

The decoupling of well-being from economic 
growth or the environmental burden cannot 
be achieved quickly. For example, the Finn-
ish social and health policy has committed 
strongly to advancing the well-being and 
health of citizens since the 1960s. Redeeming 

Not all growth is equal in terms of qual-
ity. We need certain things a lot less 
than we need other things, although 

in the modern economic 
bookkeeping, they both 
would still be valued the 
same. A profound value 
discussion on the need for 
economic redistributions will 
be inevitable if the global 
increased inequality be-
tween people continues at 
the current pace. Controlled 
implementation of the sustainability trans-
formation requires radical growth in sectors 
that provide solutions and a radical reduction 
or downright discontinuation of activities in 
sectors that are harmful. 

The reallocation of business subsidies is a 
central steering method that the govern-
ment should further immediately. Subsidies 
should be directed away from sectors that 
are harmful to the environment and towards 
finding and executing solutions. This will 
introduce significant changes to land use and 
require closing down of the fossil economy 
by means of knowledge-based, economic 
and legal steering methods, while taking into 
consideration the fairness perspectives and 
the support measures they require. Although 
this will result in a considerable redistribu-
tion of wealth, there will not necessarily be 
reductions in the total quantity of property. In 
the long term, the sustainability transforma-
tion will be the best way to prevent crashes 
in wealth. An open discussion on a socially 
just distribution of wealth is also needed in 
Finland.

this well-being promise has been considered 
to require a high employment level and the 
resulting GDP growth. The challenge is now 
to manage the adverse impacts of economic 
growth, while, among other things, the age-
ing of the population increases the financing 
need in the social and healthcare services. 

Including the costs of adverse impacts on 
the environment in the prices of products 
and services in full and abruptly would result 
in steep cost increases and increase the risk 
of an uneven distribution of consumption 
and wealth. In addition, the investments 

made to promote ecolog-
ical sustainability would, 
at worst, significantly cut 
the resources allocated to 
other public expenditure. 
At the same time, there is 
a need to discontinue, at 
a minimum, the tax subsi-
dies that are harmful to the 
environment. The demands 

that the public economy should be stabilised 
and indebtedness should be reduced pose a 
challenge. These requirements are currently 
being taken much more seriously in Finland 
than in the past decades.

We need a better ability to understand path 
dependencies, identify the nature of the 
changes and create a goal-oriented change 
that supports the well-being of people and 
the environment in an uncertain world. 
Strengthening the futures consciousness can 
help us understand alternative futures, cre-
ate agency in the face of changes, enable 
us to apply systems thinking, and generate 
solicitude.

More extensive and more realistic econom-
ic and well-being metrics are needed in 
addition to the GDP. The information they 

provide can be used to 
increase the futures con-
sciousness and help make 
the vision of a sustainable 
future more tangible. More 
transparent information 
must be produced to steer 
the environmental impacts 
of consumption on the level 
of both domestic and inter-

national trade. Opportunities may also be 
discovered in a new concept of well-being, 
for example, by shifting the focus to foster-
ing health by means of nature-based solu-
tions and by preventing the generation of 
environment-based health risks, such as air 
pollution, noise, heatwaves and pandemics.

Applying futures consciousness to 
break away from the illusions of 
continuity and decoupling

Global economic wisdom supports 
economic redistribution

The decoupling of 
well-being from eco-
nomic growth or the 
environmental burden 
cannot be achieved 
quickly.

The reallocation of 
business subsidies 
is a central steering 
method that the gov-
ernment should fur-
ther immediately.
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The sustainability transformation is 
already in progress in many plac-
es. Paths are opening up towards a 

positive, sustainable future. A lot of work 
is still required from society as a whole to 
clear the obstacles. Inter- and transdisci-
plinary research has succeeded in showing 
that positive sustainability visions will bring 
different actors together and contribute to 
establishing paths to transformation in food 
and textile systems, for example, if long-
term processes exist that enable harmoni-
ous collaboration between different actors. 

Promoting sustainability 
thinking is continuous, 
goal-oriented work. We 
need examples that are 
directed towards sustain-
ability and provide the 
efforts with a good boost. 
It is of utmost importance 
to define both the lever-
age points that spur many 
different actors forward and the key problem 
areas. They will help to identify the matters 
that need special attention.

The sustainability transformation builds a 
future in which the generation of crises is 
mitigated and controlled better than today. 
The current crises show that we have the 

ability, at least momentarily, 
to take swift action towards a 
common goal in society. They 
also help us to envision what 
the consequences of other 
sudden profound shortages 
in total sustainability and 
uncontrolled crises would be. 
Problems, such as pandem-

ics, climate change or armed conflicts do not 
occur one by one, and the crises they create 
are intertwined. The links between crises are 
far-reaching, and identifying them is key 
in preventing and controlling crises. Crisis 
management is supported by moving from 
centralised global chains to decentralised, 
more flexible production chains. For this, a 

We have been forced to si-
multaneously live with both 
the coronavirus variants and 
other health concerns. Public 
health is linked to ecosystem 
changes that destabilise ag-
riculture or forestry, climate 
risks, and the increase in 
global inequality and ten-
sions, for example. 

new kind of knowledge base is needed that 
makes the preparing of future scenarios 
possible.

In the public debate, intergenerational re-
sponsibility often manifests as an emphasis 
on the necessity of economic growth and 
continuous consumption. By contrast, climate 
change and the decreasing biodiversity, 
which erode the possibilities of future gener-
ations to live on this planet, are not handled 
as seriously in economic discussions. The 
economy has become a value in itself that 
directs our operations, although it should 
only be a means to foster well-being.    

The situation of the Earth is serious and 
requires an urgent change of direction in the 
development. In strong sustainability, the ba-
sis of the economy and society is an uncom-
promising respect for the limits of the planet. 
Wealth must be created and distributed in a 
manner that does not jeopardise the planet’s 
capacity to produce well-being for people. 
The establishing of a new way of thinking 
requires that the co-dependencies between 
well-being, nature’s systems and econom-
ic thinking are identified and immediately 
taken into consideration in decision-making, 
and that people are involved and more sus-
tainable operating models are introduced. 

Problems, such as 
pandemics, climate 
change or armed 
conflicts do not occur 
one by one, and the 
crises they create are 
intertwined. 

Burdens of the current  
sustainability thinking, and  
opportunities for paths of change 
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W e can create a ficti-
tious state of activ-
ity that we want to 

pursue. It is a future state which 
does not yet exist, but the ele-
ments of which can already be 
identified. It takes a different 
form in different countries and 
cultures, but the principle is the 
same. In the future state of ac-
tivity, the institutions maintained 
by people will jointly develop and 
maintain systems that support the health and well-being 
of both people and the planet, generating a harmonious 
planetary entity. 

The beginning rhythms can already be felt. In Finland, they 
can be felt on different levels of society and in different 
groups of actors. What is needed now is a shared image of 
the future, jointly defined objectives and a set of tangible 
measures to take in order to make progress. Politicians and 
national government have the key task of bringing all build-
ers of the future together. Legitimate procedures are also 
needed for handling conflicts and coming up with sufficient-
ly good compromises.

It is time to let go of 
unrealistic images of 
the future, which either 
would have us believe 
that the current wasteful 
and unjust development 
can continue or paint 
a picture of a future 
without opportunities to 
maintain well-being. 

Towards  
a successful 
sustainability 
transformation
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The Finnish Expert 
Panel for Sustainable 
Development 
has prepared 
recommendations for 
national government 
regarding the steering 
of various actors in 
the sustainability 
transformation.  

Steering of business  
operations 
•	 Creating mechanisms for the pricing of 

key environmental problems and ben-
efits and including them in the prices 
of raw materials and products. The 
experiences gained from the emissions 
trading of carbon will help to imple-
ment the pricing.

•	 Securing fair compensation and de-
cent working conditions by means of 
cooperation between countries.

•	 Through taxation and other financial 
means of steering, ensuring that the 
financial result gained by companies 
from their operations does not dispro-
portionately benefit only shareholders, 
but also funds society’s infrastructure 
and educational duties that enable 
companies to operate.

•	 Adjusting taxation and the financial 
incentive system so that they support 
the sustainability transformation.

•	 Providing platforms for the joint devel-
opment of sustainability measures in 
different sectors. 

Steering of the financial sys-
tem 
•	 Promoting measures that increase the 

transparency of cash flows and tax 
income, such as limiting the operations 
of tax havens and imposing a global 
transaction tax in cooperation with other 
countries. 

•	 Through tax breaks and information 
guidance, enabling households to make 
investments that help fund investments 
required by the sustainability transition.

•	 Guiding the financing terms and condi-
tions of new innovations and companies 
towards a direction that makes it possi-
ble to measure the ecological footprint, 
the support for the sustainability tran-
sition, sociocultural sustainability and 
long-term economic returns.

Steering of  
the media sector 

•	 Through economic steering mechanisms, 
supporting critical media’s responsible 
operations, which strive to monitor the 
exercise of power, draw overall pictures 
from isolated events and, instead of jux-
taposing, make available solution paths 
based on reliable information. 

•	 Through taxation measures, such as de-
creasing the value added tax, supporting 
media that switches to subscription fees 
instead of advertisements, for example, 
as their source of income.

•	 Ensuring that sustainable development 
is a cross-cutting theme in YLE’s strategy 
and its implementation plans. 

Recommendations for national governments
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Research policy  
•	 Securing sufficient, long-term and 

independent funding for solution-ori-
ented interdisciplinary research. 

•	 Enabling the production of open and 
critical information for political de-
cision-making and for society more 
broadly, thus ensuring that the, as yet, 
unforeseen future obstacles to and 
opportunities provided by the sustain-
ability transformation are identified.

•	 Ensuring cooperation between science 
and decision-making, so that there 
is a shared understanding in society 
of the key trends and change factors, 
their impacts and the consequences of 
different measures.

Policies steering individuals 

•	 Through legislation and information 
steering, securing the conditions for 
solutions that make it possible to reuse, 
share, repair and maintain consumer 
products. 

•	 Offering new opportunities for con-
structive civic activity, such as citizen’s 
forums. 

•	 Enabling citizen-driven experiments 
and their assessment.

International cooperation 
policies 
•	 Assuming an active role in negotia-

tions related to global challenges and 
crises. 

•	 Integrating the objective and con-
tent of the powerful interdisciplinary 
sustainability transformation in the 
operations of the EU and the UN.

Steering of education, and 
policies that support edu-
cation 
•	 Making the solution-oriented learning 

of sustainable development part of a 
strong and inclusive national educa-
tion system.

•	 Securing the learning of critical, sci-
ence-based thinking on all levels of 
education and in life-long learning.

•	 Requiring universities and other edu-
cational institutions to work in cooper-
ation to develop sustainable develop-
ment education.

Steering of communities 
and civic organisations  
•	 Showing sufficient financial support 

for civic organisations to carry out 
activities that foster the sustainability 
transformation.

•	 Requiring an unwavering respect for 
human rights in order to secure free 
domestic and international civic activ-
ities. 

•	 Securing the prerequisites of an exten-
sive civic debate on the management 
of current and future sustainability 
issues.

Steering of municipal and 
regional administration 
•	 Steering the financing of municipal-

ities and well-being areas through 
extensive sustainability metrics.

•	 Setting sustainability criteria and 
monitoring mechanisms for municipal 
and regional budgeting.

•	 	Ensuring cooperation between munic-
ipalities in the promotion of sustaina-
ble development.

Recommendations for national governmentsRecommendations for national governments
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