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Sustainable land-use systems (SLUS) embody a wide 
array of agricultural practices, technologies, and 
resource management strategies tailored to specific 
farm and landscape contexts. Emerging evidence 
from Colombia indicates that SLUS are capable of 
simultaneously enhancing forest conservation for 
climate change mitigation and peacebuilding. These 
systems promote the production of safe food. They 
can store carbon and mitigate risks from natural 
hazards; offer cultural values to our society; support key 
ecological functions such as nutrient and water cycling, 
filtering, and buffering; and they are central to the 
economic vitality and survival of farmers. Furthermore, 
through a wide array of sustainable practices, SLUS can 
enhance the agency of individual farmers to define the 
most suitable approaches for sustainable agriculture 
and rural development.

SLUS can simultaneously target multiple Sustainable 
Development Goals, such as responsible production and 
consumption (SDG 12), climate action (SDG 13), life on 
land (SDG 15), and peace, justice, and strong institutions 
(SDG 16). However, scaling them out requires strong 
cooperation among social actors and effective processes 
of collective learning to identify and implement new 
ideas to overcome adoption barriers.
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Social learning is a process of knowledge sharing 
alongside the co-creation of experiences and 
solutions among stakeholders invested in a shared purpose.

Promoting dialogue and partnership among diverse social 
actors regarding better natural resource management can drive 
Colombia’s journey toward sustainability and peace. 

Recognizing and integrating different perceptions, knowledge, 
and understanding are crucial for the joint creation of 
sustainable solutions for climate change mitigation and 
peacebuilding in Colombia’s conflict-affected areas. 

Social learning increases engagement, social capital, 
and trust among social actors and can be used as a policy 
tool for improving natural resource management. 

Social learning can support the development 
of shared identity, capabilities for human 
development, the integration of social actors, the 
promotion of reflexive thinking, and enhancement 
of environmental knowledge, all key goals for 
achieving climate change and peacebuilding. 

Social learning can facilitate the understanding, 
design, and scaling out of sustainable land-use 
systems that contribute to climate change mitigation and 
peacebuilding objectives. 

HIGHLIGHTS
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This Policy Brief provides scientifically sound guidance 
for decision-makers to help promote social learning in 
policy instruments and to foster synergies and address 
trade-offs among the multiple objectives of SLUS. This 
Policy Brief is a following of the policy brief Key factors 
for effective design and implementation of sustainable 
land-use systems to reduce deforestation and enhance 
peacebuilding in Colombia (Bonatti et al., 2021).

What is social 
learning?
Social learning is a process of knowledge sharing 
alongside the co-creation of experiences and solutions 
among stakeholders invested in a shared purpose. 
It takes learning and behavior change beyond the 
individual and instead addresses actor networks 
and systems by fostering a shared understanding 
of social-ecological systems, their functioning, and 

governance challenges. It is a process of interactive 
exchange, action, and reflection, alongside an 
ongoing partnership that develops new shared 
ways of knowing that lead to increased capacity, 
changes in practice, and enhanced social capital 
for collaborative action. Promoting dialogue and 
partnership among social actors (farmers, local 
authorities, local policymakers, and civil society, among 
others) for better natural resource management is a 
fundamental driver of Colombia’s journey to reducing 
deforestation for climate change mitigation and 
peacebuilding.

Social learning for sustainability builds on well-
established traditions from participatory approaches, 
but goes further by putting iterative learning, collective 
change, and trust-building at the center of engagement 
as key factors for discovering effective strategies for 
sustainable transformation. Beyond participation, 
social learning processes help stakeholders 
understand a problematic situation, create solutions 
together, and implement these solutions collectively. 

See Further Reading: Collins K; Ison R. 2009. Jumping off Arnstein’s ladder: social learning as a new policy paradigm for climate change adaptation. 1005 Environmental Policy and 
Governance 19:358-373. https://doi.org/10.1002/eet.523

https://hdl.handle.net/10568/114163
https://hdl.handle.net/10568/114163
https://hdl.handle.net/10568/114163
https://hdl.handle.net/10568/114163
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Why is social learning 
crucial for climate 
change mitigation and 
peacebuilding?
Social learning can be an effective governance tool 
based on collective action that fosters the scaling 
out of SLUS. Social learning approaches facilitate the 
recognition and integration of different perceptions, 
knowledge, and values in solutions for sustainability, 
which is a key contributor to efforts for the reconstruction 
of social cohesion in post-conflict natural resource 
management. 

This is fundamental for conflict-affected areas in 
Colombia, given the interlinkages among peacebuilding 
objectives as defined by the 2016 Peace Agreement 
and development opportunities from the widespread 
application of SLUS. Social learning approaches, for 
example, provide spaces to identify suitable sources of 
alternative income that decrease dependence on illegal 
crops. They can also increase the capacity of smallholder 
farmers to effectively organize their participation in value 
chains and political institutions for decision-making. 
Furthermore, collaboration for the scaling out of SLUS 
fosters a sense of belonging among farmers involved 
in communities of practice intended to develop self-
articulated strategies for sustainable and resilient food 
production. These multiple benefits are already linked to 
sustainable peacebuilding in Colombia (Löhr et al., 2021). 

Linking SLUS to 
peacebuilding in 
Colombia through 
social learning
The field of peace studies distinguishes between 
negative and positive peace. While the former implies 
the absence of violence, the latter involves restoring 
relationships among conflict parties and decreasing 
structural violence while also promoting broader social 
justice and sustainability.

Building upon this understanding, environmental 
peacebuilding practitioners and researchers have 
recently defined four dimensions of peace that can 
be potentially enhanced through environmental 
cooperation and management:

absence of violence, 

shared identity, 

building capabilities, and 

substantial integration of social actors  

(see Johnson et al., 2021 in Further reading).

Neil Palmer/CIAT
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The first dimension refers to the avoidance of conflict 
over scarce or valuable natural resources through 
effective and just management systems that account 
for local settings. The second dimension recognizes the 
potential of environmental cooperation to strengthen 
relationships and trust among diverse social actors. 
The third dimension focuses on developing the 
opportunities, tools, agency, and capacity of local 
actors to manage their surrounding environment 
and increase their quality of life in accordance with 
their values and preferences. Finally, substantial 
integration refers to enhancing state-society relations 
by developing the legitimacy of government institutions 
among local constituents.  

In the context of Colombia, the development of 
capabilities through sustainable natural resource 
management has been predominantly relevant 

in supporting the implementation of the Peace 
Agreement since 2016 (see Ide, 2021 in Further 
reading). Government programs for peacebuilding 
and development in rural settings, such as the Land 
Restitution Program and the National Program for the 
Substitution of Illicit Crops, are designed to provide 
livelihood opportunities for those most affected by 
the decades-old conflict, including internally displaced 
persons and coca farmers.

As shown in the policy brief Key factors for effective 
design and implementation of sustainable land-
use systems to reduce deforestation and enhance 
peacebuilding in Colombia (Bonatti et al., 2021), the 
promotion of SLUS in Colombia has been understood 
as an effective strategy to meet local livelihood 
aspirations while fostering biodiversity conservation 
and climate change adaptation and mitigation. 

POSITIVE PEACE
Restoration of relationships 
between conflict parties - 
reduction of structural violence 
justice and sustainability

NEGATIVE PEACE
Absence of violence - avoidance 
of conflict over scarce resources

SHARED 
IDENTITY
Environmental 
cooperation 
between social actor

Freedom of local actors 
to develop the social-
ecological system

BUILDING
CAPABILITIES

SUBSTANTIAL
INTEGRATION

Enhancing state-society 
relations by the legitimacy 
of government institutions
towards local constituents.
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PEACE
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However, the agricultural sector’s expansion after the 
Peace Agreement has also led to trade-offs among 
multiple policy goals. For example, state-sponsored 
efforts to promote economic growth through the 
agro-industrial sector can decrease the capability of 
local populations to autonomously manage natural 
resources or to effectively organize their participation 
in international supply chains, hence undermining 
peacebuilding efforts. 

Social learning approaches can be used to effectively 
navigate these trade-offs through multi-stakeholder 
dialogue platforms intended to manage the 
complexity, controversy, and uncertainty surrounding 
environmental governance and its connection with 
peacebuilding. Social learning encourages actors 
to reflect on their own and on others’ interests 
and perceptions regarding the environmental 
and conflict-related problems that they face 
and to learn from each other as they collectively 
understand a challenging situation. This allows for 
the development of shared understanding and the 
identification of desirable and feasible solutions. 

To be effective, peacebuilding efforts need to be 
tailored to the respective local contexts, political 
frameworks, and cultural norms. Fostering social 
learning through dialogue platforms enhances the 
adequacy of interventions with respect to local 
particularities and conflict dynamics. Moreover, this 
guides practitioners in determining which peace 
dimensions are likely to be affected by different natural 
resource management strategies.

Creating a more just society is crucial for achieving 
both deforestation reduction and sustainable peace 
in post-conflict Colombia, as this will address the 
severity of historic social concerns and antagonisms 
that currently act as drivers of violence and hinder 
reconciliation processes among conflict parties. 
Social learning approaches can guide theory-informed 
policy strategies in navigating the links among the 
provision of justice to conflict-affected populations, 
building local-level capabilities for human development, 
and supporting the reconciliation of deeply divided 
actors. Furthermore, building reconciliation processes 
through a social learning framework can provide 
practitioners with a “baseline” for assessing progress 
toward greater social cohesion and the effectiveness of 
different SLUS strategies under varied contexts.  

Geovanni Rosas/Alliance Bioversity -CIAT
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Practical examples 
of social learning 
fostering sustainable 
land use and 
peacebuilding
The SLUS project (Implementing Sustainable 
Agricultural and Livestock Systems for Simultaneous 
Targeting of Forest Conservation for Climate Change 
Mitigation (REDD+) and Peacebuilding in Colombia) 
promotes sustainable land-use systems in agricultural 
value chains, such as agroforestry cacao and silvo-
pastoral systems. It is oriented toward farmers located 
in areas that are identified as a priority for carbon 
storage and landscape restoration, and that are also 
affected or threatened by armed conflict.

The project selected areas to foster sustainable land-
use systems by identifying regions with overlapping 
deforestation and conflict. This ensured that the 
project’s focus remained the intersection among 
climate change mitigation, sustainable food production, 
and peace. To enhance the substantial integration of 
diverse social actors throughout the value chain (such 
as farmers, buyers, policymakers, researchers, and 
civil society), SLUS interventions were built upon a 
“situation assessment” meant to outline the social and 
ecological contexts as well as to identify stakeholders 

within the selected value chains to be involved in 
defining and adjusting project strategies. Furthermore, 
the SLUS project supported the formalization of 
value chain stakeholder committees, a governance 
mechanism embedded in Colombian law meant to 
foster collaborative action throughout agricultural value 
chains through social learning processes. 

Once potential sustainable land-use systems were 
selected, such as agroforestry cacao, farmers were 
directly involved in deciding how these systems could 
be implemented and improved locally as well as 
defining how cacao production could be linked with 
zero deforestation markets. Farmers became key 
agents in the research process, integrated into the field 
studies and participative workshops to foster reflexive 
thinking and collectively develop knowledge about 
the environmental and conflict-related problems they 
faced. The development of common knowledge fostered 
a sense of shared identity and enhanced the grouṕ s 
capability to transform a problematic situation. 

The challenge: to ensure that project team members, 
ground-level facilitators, and local agricultural 
extensionists are trained in social learning skills.

For more information, see https://bit.ly/3wJqPiY

Geovanni Rosas/Alliance Bioversity-CIAT

https://www.international-climate-initiative.com/en/details/project/implementing-sustainable-land-us
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FiNCO (Fincas de Intercambio de Conocimiento) is a 
co-research and extension strategy for Colombian rural 
landscapes dominated by family farming. The project 
engages farmers and researchers within the same family 
farm or agricultural landscape to exchange knowledge 
and conduct research about sustainable agricultural 
practices. The consolidation of the strategy starts with 
a participatory assessment of the socio-ecological 
resilience baseline of the agricultural landscape. This is 
conducted through exercises in which farmers assess 
historical land-use changes and current management 
practices and score resilience indicators. This approach 
helps to create a shared identity around the agricultural 
activities and practices the farmers have been using. 

Based on this assessment, farmers develop action plans 
to enhance the resilience of their landscape collectively. 
These action plans are then socialized with stakeholders 
that can support farmers with their implementation, 
such as local governments. This cooperative approach is 
meant to foster substantial integration between farming 
communities and government representatives. The 
strategy also selects leading farms where co-research 
could be conducted, characterizes them, and develops 
actions plans at the farm level. Both landscape and farm 
action plans are monitored using the same resilience 
indicators previously defined. This iterative process 
encourages reflexive thinking about how individual 
actions affect landscape resilience, hence increasing 
local-level capabilities. Collective environmental 
knowledge is also developed along with co-research 
conducted on the selected farms.  

For more information, see https://finco.pasoeco.co/

Scaling up SLUS and 
peacebuilding through 
social learning
The following best practice recommendations are 
meant to guide policymakers in fostering social learning 
processes, along with maximizing their positive 
outcomes. The use of a “cycle” diagram by no means 
entails that social learning takes place in an orderly 
and organized fashion. Rather, the diagram is meant 
to represent the iterative and adaptive nature of social 
learning as a tool to support both policy design and 
implementation. Geovanni Rosas/Alliance Bioversity-CIAT

https://finco.pasoeco.co/ 
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Continuously monitor and adjust implementation 
activities according to the outcomes of iterative 
processes of reflection that include a diversity of 
stakeholders.
Capitalize on social learning processes to develop 
evaluation baselines intended to understand 
impacts on positive peace, such as measures on 
social cohesion and trust. 
Conduct evaluation processes both during and at 
the end of social learning processes. 

Incorporate a “situation assessment” phase into 
policy and program design that integrates a 
multiplicity of invested knowledge and experience.
Adopt participatory planning strategies that 
integrate a diversity of relevant policy sectors, such 
as sustainable agriculture, natural resource 
management, and peacebuilding.  
Make sure that affected stakeholders can define 
problems, improve proposals, and solve potential 
controversies during design phases.

How can 
policymakers support 
forest conservation 
for climate change 

mitigation and peace 
building through 
social learning 

processes?

9. Policy/program implementation

Support capacity-building processes for social 
learning skills at local and regional levels (e.g., 
include social learning modules in the training for 
extensionist services).
Ensure the participation of professionals to 
mediate social learning processes. 

4. Leadership and facilitation

Actively acknowledge and address long-term 
resentment due to past and ongoing conflicts 
between actors embedded in agricultural systems. 
Foster collaborative arrangements for sustainable 
natural resource management that explicitly relate 
to peacebuilding efforts. This includes defining the 
role of the environment in developing a shared 
truth, providing transitional and distributive 
justice, and fostering reconciliation.

5. Deliberation

Consult stakeholders about their information 
needs and concerns, also accounting for different 
ways in which people learn. 
Ensure that messages and information are 
presented by knowledge carriers themselves or 
their legitimate representatives. 

6. Knowledge and information

Actively seek the engagement of a diversity of 
actors, involving local communities as essential 
contributors to planning processes (e.g., through 
multi-stakeholder value chain committees).
Support strategies that use inclusive methods to 
engage local communities and that account for 
local contexts, multiple worldviews, and various 
values around agricultural systems.

3. Stakeholder participation

1. Planning and assessment

Ask participating actors what “surprises” and/or 
“problems” might occur during both social learning 
processes and the implementation of agreed-upon 
solutions. Plan accordingly. 

8. Contingency planning

Adopt an experimental and adaptive approach 
toward fostering contextually suitable SLUS.
In order to manage expectations and identify 
opportunities for further participation, clarify the 
role of stakeholders in decision-making processes 
and the extent to which their ideas and 
experiences influence decisions. 
Use collaborative arrangements for the 
implementation of decisions that foster 
interdependence among stakeholders. 

7. Decision-making

Provide clear support for social learning processes 
and then ensure enough human and financial 
resources for their implementation. 
Collaborative work requires time. Allocate sufficient 
time to prepare and conduct social learning 
processes. 
Honor citizens and other stakeholders who 
volunteer their time by valuing and accounting for 
their contributions in decision-making. 

2. Resources
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