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TRANSFORMATIVE SPACES 
Cultivating conditions for transformative change 

 
 

THE WHY 

Halfway through the 2030 Agenda, the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) are not being achieved 

fast enough. Following the 75th anniversary of the 

United Nations, amid the COVID pandemic (2020), 

Member States requested the Secretary-General 

(SG) to report back with recommendations to 

“advance our common agenda and respond to 

current and future challenges” (UN75 declaration - 

A/RES/75/1).  

“Humanity has shown time and time again that it 
is capable of great achievements when we work 
together. This common agenda is our road map 

to recapture this positive spirit and begin 
rebuilding our world and mending the trust in one 
another we need so desperately at this moment 

in history.”1 

The SG’s recommendations outlined in the report 

Our Common Agenda (2021) included an “upgraded 

UN that is fit for a new era and can offer more 

relevant, system-wide, multilateral and multi-

stakeholder solutions to the challenges of the 21st 

century.” 

 

We know however 

transformative change (of 

culture, ways of thinking 

and working and mindsets 

for positive systems 

change) is not easy – nor 

linear.  

 

Achieving transformative 

change in today's complex 

and interconnected world 

requires connecting deeply to 

ourselves and others, 

understanding the systems 

and relationships we are a 

 
1 Summary of Secretary-General’s Report “Our Common Agenda”   
2 Pact for the Future Rev.2, p. 9 

part of and creating spaces for all stakeholders to 

come together to rethink, reimagine and co-create 

new possibilities and futures that benefit all. It 

requires the practical application of participatory and 

inclusive practices to real-world problems, that 

emphasize continuous learning and adaptation. 

 

The current multilateral system is our avenue for 

collaboration and dialogue across the multitude of 

cultures in our world. It is a system that has evolved 

over 75+ years and now more than ever we need to 

accelerate that evolution. We must bear in mind that 

“culture” is not static it has many layers – visible and 

invisible – in countries, communities and 

organisations.  

 

Cultivating a collective 

organisation culture across 

and from a multiplicity of 

cultures is complex. It 

requires thinking, working and 

connecting in more inclusive 

ways and adapting new 

mindsets that enable change.  

 

In the Pact for the Future (Rev 2), Member States 

recognize that “culture offers people and 

communities a strong sense of identity and fosters 

social cohesion” and that they will protect and 

promote culture and sport as an integral component 

of sustainable development.”2  

 

The SG has called for “a form of multilateralism 

that is more networked, more inclusive and more 

effective in addressing twenty-first century 

challenges.”3 

 

The UN system has many networks for 

transformation, leadership, learning and innovation, 

as well as communities of practice and teams at the 

regional and country level across multiple disciplines 

that have made significant progress in key areas. 

For example, UNDP’s system-wide initiative 

advancing awareness-based systems change for the 

3 Our Common Agenda - Report of the Secretary-General, 2021 (United 

Nations publication, Sales No. E.21.I.8), p 6. 

"UN 2.0 is about 

strengthening our 

expertise and culture 

in data, digital, 

innovation, foresight, 

and behavioural 

science – to build a 

UN System that can 

better support 

Member States in the 

years to come." -

António Guterres 

“In a rapidly evolving 

world, culture is the 

linchpin of every 

successful 

organizational 

adaptation.” UN 2.0 

Policy Brief 

“ 

“ 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/1
https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/1
https://www.un.org/en/common-agenda
https://www.un.org/en/content/common-agenda-report/summary.shtml
https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/pact_for_the_future_-_rev.2_-_17_july.pdf
https://un-two-zero.network/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/UN2.0_PolicyBrief_Culture.pdf
https://un-two-zero.network/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/UN2.0_PolicyBrief_Culture.pdf
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SDGs, the SDG Leadership Labs, gender equality, 

inclusion; and in other systems work such as food 

security, climate, education, health and more. 

However, not everyone has access to these 

networks or to the experience and knowledge of 

practices and tools and how they impact on results, 

teams and communities in our collective goals. 

Furthermore, bridging silos and overcoming 

fragmentation among networks can be challenging.  

 

The premise of the Summit of the Future is driven by 

the “how”… 

- How do we cooperate better to deliver on the 

agreed aspiration and goals?   

- How do we better meet the needs of the present 

while also preparing for the challenges of the 

future?  

To help address these questions, it is necessary to 

tap into the deeper sources of knowing, potential, 

capabilities and relationships. These are enablers for 

cultivating purpose, mindsets, behaviours, 

relationships and systems that foster solutions 

rooted in solidarity, learning, adaptation, 

regeneration and collective action.  

 

So, how might we create conditions for a cultural 

transformation of the multilateral system to 

accelerate the implementation of the Sustainable 

Development Goals and ensure we can better 

prepare for and respond to future shocks?  

 

To help achieve this ‘how’ collectively, we propose 

initiating ‘transformative spaces’ that cultivate these 

conditions for cultural transformation. 

 

THE HOW 

“Leaders and organizations must put in place 
supporting, learning infrastructures that embody 
the intended change and prevent getting sucked 

back into the old systems and behaviours.”  
 

-Otto Sharmer, senior lecturer at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology and co-

founder of the Presencing Institute and its u-
school for Transformation 

“Transformative Spaces” is a collective initiative 

across UN partners that aims to support this by 

providing “safe and inclusive spaces for 

connection, dialogue, co-creation and 

transformation”.  

 

These are intentional learning and co-creation 

workshops that integrate theory, practice and peer-

to-peer learning to create the space (mental, 

emotional, physical) for participants to  

- experience participatory, inclusive methods for 

approaching systemic challenges; 

- share experiences and co-create ideas and 

solutions to those challenges; and  

- provide connections for future support in their 

work and across existing networks.  

Transformative Spaces seeks to democratize 

learning and access to tools, practices, and creative 

spaces to build a strong foundation for a forward-

thinking and inclusive culture to accelerate the SDGs 

with all partners and stakeholders and to better 

support Member States.  

 

It strives to help grow individual and collective 

capacity for transformational change on a 

systems level. 

 

The emphasis is twofold: 

 

Build collective leadership across the 

UN and its partners to cultivate 

conditions for change through the 

experience of inclusive, cutting-edge and 

holistic systems transformation practices 

applied across different environments and 

in different networks.  

Put practices to work to build common 

ground on the most pressing global 

challenges. Topics will be identified and 

prioritized through system-wide surveys to 

ensure practical application and 

development of real-world case studies to 

be shared via rich, storytelling approaches. 

Strategic foresight and behavioural 

insights will also be leveraged going 

forward to anticipate new topics and 

accelerate systemic behaviour change. 

1 

2 



TRANSFORMATIVE SPACES - CONCEPT NOTE (VERSION 3) 

UNITED NATIONS | TRANSFORMATIVE SPACES CONTACT: NEWWORK@UN.ORG 

 

Transformative Spaces will focus on the following levers to facilitate conditions for transformative change: psychological safety, trust, inclusion, 

reflection, and deep listening.  

 

 

SOURCES: 
Gallup, State of the American Workplace Report (2017). 

Promila Agarwal, and Elaine Farndale, "Strategic HRM and Performance: Theory and Practice of Alignment," Human Resource Management Journal, vol. 27, No. 3 (2017) 

Edmondson, Amy. The Fearless Organization: Creating Psychological Safety in the Workplace for Learning, Innovation, and Growth  (John Wiley & Sons, 2019). 

Duhigg, Charles, "What Google Learned From Its Quest to Build the Perfect Team", The New York Times, 25 February 2016. 

McKinsey & Company. "Psychological Safety and the Critical Role of Leadership Development." McKinsey & Company, 2024.  

Harvard Business Review, "What Makes an Inclusive Leader," 2023. 
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https://www.gallup.com/workplace/238085/state-american-workplace-report-2017.aspx
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1748-8583.12148
https://fearlessorganizationscan.com/the-fearless-organization
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/28/magazine/what-google-learned-from-its-quest-to-build-the-perfect-team.html
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/psychological-safety-and-the-critical-role-of-leadership-development
https://hbr.org/2023/09/what-makes-an-inclusive-leader
https://hbr.org/2017/03/why-you-should-make-time-for-self-reflection-even-if-you-hate-doing-it
https://medium.com/presencing-institute-blog/un-sdg-leadership-labs-answering-the-urgent-call-for-transformational-change-0dcb0f07750f
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CONCEPT VISUAL 

The following visual depicts the concept and vision of Transformative Spaces: 

 

 

 TRANSFORMATIVE SPACES 

is powered by a growing coalition 

 

               


	The Why
	The How
	Concept visual
	TRANSFORMATIVE SPACES

