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Introduction

Dublin City University (DCU) is committed to embedding sustainability at
the core of the university but has struggled to break free of the status quo.
Decisions continue to prioritise costs and short-term interests over
long-term sustainability. Through collaboration with members of the DCU
Institute for Climate & Society (ICS) and the Climate Justice Universities
Union (CJUU), we decided to test the futures methodology with members
of these two organisations, with the hope that we might be able to have
future conversations with the wider DCU community once the methodology
was tested and refined. For this ‘experiment’, the invitees were people
committed to social science and humanities perspectives on the climate
crisis and on harnessing the transformative potential of higher education to

accelerate a just transition and climate justice.

University researchers and staff who are members of the ICS and/or
CJUU are keenly aware that the climate, biodiversity, and social justice
crises are real and immediate, and we need fundamental systemic change
to address them; but our experience shows us that Universities are not
leading the way in experimenting with and promoting transformation.
Although DCU has been ranked in the top 6% of institutions worldwide in
the 2026 QS Sustainability Rankings, this does not mean the University’s
practices are sustainable, or being implemented with the necessary
urgency to ensure a sustainable, climate-resilient, and justice-enhancing

institution that will support students and the community long into the future.

As President of Ireland Catherine Connolly recently said at the ICS Annual
Conference about Ireland overall, which also applies to DCU,
transformative change needed to halt climate change is not happening at
the scale and speed needed, and “incremental thinking will not suffice. We
need imagination, courage, and a renewed willingness to draw on the

wisdom carried in our collective traditions and to build solutions from the

Envisioning a Sustainable DCU Futures Workshop Report



ground up”. This workshop was designed to foster the kind of ground-up
creativity and courage among DCU staff and students that President

Connolly encouraged.

To do this, we used the methodology developed and taught by the
ENHANCE' project, a European Union ERASMUS+- funded network that
came together to shine a light on alternative ways of being, using Futures
Workshops to create new solutions to the problems of the 21st Century.
Developed in the 1960s by Robert Jungk and Norbert Millert?, the

workshop process consists of 5 phases:

Preparatory Phase: Participants get to know each other and become familiar with
the methodology

Critique Phase: Collaboratively collect critiques, complaints, problems and
fears to allow participants to voice frustrations and hear other
viewpoints before moving to solutions

Fantasy Phase: Participants set aside rules, barriers and restrictive thinking to
create positive and expansive possibilities

Planning Phase: Combine what participants want to see with how things
currently are to generate ideas on ways to move forward

Extension Phase: The facilitator writes up the workshop lessons & reports back
to the group and follows-up with individuals about their next
steps

! https://enhance-erasmus.eu/
2 Jungk, R., & Miillert, N. R. (1987). Future Workshops: How to Create Desirable Futures. London,
UK: Institute for Social Inventions.
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Phase 1: Preparation

The purpose of the in-workshop preparation phase was to set aside time
for participants to get to know one another, discuss what they want to gain
from the workshop, and begin thinking about their values and how they
relate to creating a sustainable DCU. For this, the participants were
organised into two tables and were asked to share their names and two
interesting non-work-related facts about themselves. Further, they were
provided with Inner Development Goals cards and asked, as a group, to

choose five goals they wanted to support during the session.

Phase 2: Critique

We started the critique phase with a presentation by DCU’s Sustainability
Manager, Sam Fahy. The University’s sustainability goals, progress toward
them, and the challenges to achieving them were discussed. It was not a
pretty picture: there is a lot of talk, but little action. And, when there is a
choice between financial interests and sustainability, finance wins. This
was, at least in part, attributed to the fact that leadership is not judged by
the Government on its achievement of sustainability goals. Only very few
things (such as energy efficiency) are included in reporting, and other

non-sustainability-related priorities are given higher status.

The two groups were then asked to list their biggest sustainability
concerns at DCU on sticky notes, stick them on whiteboards, and then
discuss as a team. Results from that exercise are shown in the next

section.

This group had no trouble coming up with critiques! Academic work,
especially in the humanities and social sciences, involves taking a critical
eye to our surroundings and digging into the roots of problems. The
participants in this workshop were very good at that, listing the power
relationships and barriers to sustainability, along with the outward

‘symptoms’ of the structures that keep the status quo in place.
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Phase 3: Fantasy

Several activities were implemented during this phase to support
participants in moving into a positive, creative space where they could

move beyond current reality into an alternative future

Activity: “What if ...”

The first activity to start reorienting attendees toward creating a positive
vision of the future was asking them to turn the critiques they just listed
into positive statements starting with “What if’. For example, if someone
said “Costs (for students)” we could turn that around into “What if there
were more resource share libraries for materials?” or “What if education
was free?” or “What if students had a right to affordable housing on
campus?” The idea was to have participants envision a future that is
different, more expansive, and better than today via using the biggest
concerns that they had previously listed. This activity was more difficult for

the group than the previous one. For many, it was hard to think about a

positive corollary to the challenges listed.

s

Activity: Positive Words

We added a simple exercise: we asked each table to list positive words.
One of the groups included people who had moved here from several

countries, so they were encouraged to add words from their first
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languages, as well as English words (and the other group was encouraged
to add Irish words, if they wanted). This exercise ended up being a lot of

fun. We all learned more about each other and what made each person

happy.

compassion community

laugh friends . understanding failte _
justice subversion Suimhneas

Sy et uplifting bia |
nurture connection ; apwa
ubuntu wilderness

. spraoi cosy
alegria (happiness) dance birds bees
family humour hope love empathy
sabedoria (wisdom) nature creation

comrades peace food happiness

green suporta ¢, ,, Crol réoptlmlsrn
I'amour rad blast tragvel kindness
. art kapayapan (peace) . itheal shine
SING  crann (trees) craic

friendship

smile spiritual
babbling

pasko (christmas)

»wawbin (green)

stoked

Activity: Draw/write about your future vision — individually

Templates were distributed, and participants were free to choose from
them or use a blank sheet of paper to create their own vision of DCU's
future. The templates included:
e A Future Compass: asking what we should start, stop, change, and
continue.
e A Future narrative: asking participants to write down a narrative of
the future they are aiming for.
e A Day in the life: asking participants to choose a character and
write/draw a graphic-novel-style depiction of their future experience
at DCU.

e A Future Canvas: prompting participants to write/draw the actors,
activities, interactions, experiences, technologies, and ‘other’ of the
future they are aiming for.

The results were varied and individual. After completing their own, they

shared their thoughts with the group.
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Activity: Discuss & create a common vision

Finally, the participants sat together and created a collective vision, each
adding their own pieces to create a larger whole. In explaining the
elements of their collective vision, participants spoke about:

Connections to community & collaboration, Diversity of people and nature,
Care & love, Clean energy & a circular economy focused on human
well-being, Healthy food & Edible flowers, Arts & Humanities being valued,
Happy trees & healthy ecosystems, Fun & Joy

It was at this point that one of the participants pointed out that the
elements of the positive future the group was proposing did not rely on
new technologies, large investments of money, or top-down decisions by
University leadership. Most of them could be started now with bottom-up

processes.

Phase 4: Planning

Finally, we spoke as a group about some first steps toward making the

vision a reality. This was hard again, as reality and past frustrations
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resurfaced, but some ideas were new, and possibilities began to open up
even for the most frustrated in the group. There was, however, a
recognition that everyone in the room was busy, and the recommendations
from this workshop cannot just be added to the ‘to-do list’ of the
Sustainability Manager. The vision is for bottom-up actions and
community/student/staff collaboration, and cannot be left as the job of only
one person or office in DCU. While we only asked for four ideas, as shown

below, we discussed much more.

Recommendations:

1. Hire more teachers and allow people more time that is not
scheduled. For example, FHSS has run a ‘make it slow’ initiative.
Tech-free slow teaching - not only about sustainability, it's a way for
‘time’ to be experienced differently.

2. Establish a teaching share scheme across universities.

3. Establish a working group to discuss what’s the right thing to do.

4. “Infiltrate” political parties to get our concerns into the
conversations/manifestos. Another avenue is to write policies for
the parties to inform their positions. Make the request no longer
than 2 pages, with 3 understandable asks.

5. Get more secondments of academics into government to get new
ideas and better understanding of sustainability issues into the
public sector

6. Advocate for Social Science & Humanities funding at the EU level.

7. Build civic responsibility: Provide a small amount of compensation
for campus clean-ups, working at clothing trade area, etc. We could
try to shift how clubs & societies are governed to allow credits for
participation and community building, for example.

8. Model sustainability activities after GAA/trad sessions: Use
fun/creativity as the basis for getting people involved with

sustainability.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

Advocate for a university sustainability module - maybe start

small/make all students take one of these. It could be billed as a
‘leadership module’ and have a focus on the public good, including
all aspects of sustainability.

Rewild grass spaces/no herbicides or pesticides, and mow only
once a year.

Clubs & societies could reach out to the local community and
partner with them through student ambassadors.

Radio spots: have PSAs by students to engage and connect with
communities (maybe RTE podcasts)

Find heads & deans who are receptive, and give them talking
points/early priorities to bring to their meetings. The first priority
could be a sustainability module for all staff (note: that’s in process
now, through DCU People) - idea to include a digital badge, it's a
fun way to motivate people.

Start awarding excellence in sustainability awards: nominations
would need to come from students, and could be presented by
students (not needing Leadership support).

Establish a student ‘supermarket’ for leftover stuff — not just food,
but clothes, furniture, etc.

Use digital badges to promote sustainable behaviours: if someone
implements a project on sustainability, at the end they get a badge
to use on email/LinkedIn.

Establish a microcredential in sustainability

Get sustainability-minded people elected to University bodies such
as the governing authority & executive.

Enhance student empowerment: brainstorm ideas for how to get
more power into their hands. Can we get some small funds for this
and/or facilities? Potential to go through the student union/office of

student life, they have their own funding available.
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20. Hold more cross-departmental Postdoc/PhD events: students and
early-career researchers don’t currently get to see what’s
happening in other departments/schools enough.

21. Put the University leadership in an escape room, and the only way
they can get out is through engaging genuinely with sustainability

issues (I think this was said in jest!).

Reflections, Considerations, and Takeaways

This section is a summary of some observations and reflections of the
workshop facilitator, Dr. Alice Brawley-Chesworth. As background, Alice
was trained in futures workshop facilitation by the ENHANCE? project
team. This was the first workshop she planned and facilitated, with
assistance during the workshop of Aishling Silke from the ENHANCE

project. These reflections are subjective and incomplete.

Due to participants' time constraints, we scheduled the workshop to last
only 5 hours, including lunch and breaks. This limited what we could do
and how much time we had to transition between phases. Scheduling
more time was unrealistic; as it was, three of our attendees needed to
leave before the end of the session, and one arrived late. This is likely to
be the case for any potential additional workshops, so testing out ways to
make the transitions more effective and which elements are essential, and

which can be combined/left out for further efforts will be helpful.

Most of the workshop time was saved for the fantasy/futures phase.
Ideally, a large break and a move to a different space would help with this
transition, but due to time constraints, we were unable to do so. Upon
observing the mood of the room, and because of the challenges with

putting aside long-held frustrations, several different activities were

? https://enhance-erasmus.eu/
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conducted to help participants transition from the negative/critique into
positive, expansive, future-oriented thinking. Feedback from the
participants indicated that no one activity helped all make the transition,

but the collection of activities worked together.

The on-the-spot changes to the plan, based on what was happening in the
room, were significantly aided by the presence of an experienced future
workshop facilitator, Aishling Silke. We had not originally planned to
co-facilitate, but her expertise was invaluable during the workshop. |
believe that, even with an experienced facilitator, having someone else in
the room to confirm how things are going and discuss any necessary
changes is essential, and | will always strive to have a co-facilitator in the

future.

| think the largest impact is in the realisation that the solutions proposed
are all things that can be done today - they are all about relationships,
community, and creativity. New technologies and large inputs of funding
are not necessary. What is needed is for people to join together to create
different expectations and relationships with each other and the wider
community around the University. Hopefully, this can motivate participants
to take action to promote those types of solutions, navigating around
previously seemingly impossible roadblocks put up by leadership and

finance.

However, as we all return to our normal activities, we will struggle to hold
on to these ideas. This needs to be seen as one step in a chain of events.
The workshop methodology includes a follow-up phase, but because we
did not identify specific actions for specific individuals/teams, it will be
difficult to implement. Follow-up conversations about implementation will

be necessary.
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