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1
WHAT IS SUSTAINABILITY?

What is sustainability?

Sustainability is a measure of whether (or to what extent) a
process or practice can continue. This is a very general char-
acterization. People flesh it out in many ways. The process
or practice can be very ordinary, such as going to the grocery
store to do your weekly shopping. Or it can be exceedingly
complex and comprehensive: the entire system of production
and exchange that makes up the global economy, for example.
Sometimes you can measure how long or to what degree
something can continue by collecting data. Other times, you
just estimate whether something is sustainable, making a seat-
of-the-pants kind of judgment. One way or another—whether
precisely or generally—people can analyze sustainability for
an exceedingly large number of different activities. We can
assess the sustainability of a particular farming method or of
the entire food sector. We can determine the sustainability of
one particular building or architectural design, but we can
also look at the built environment for a city. Given the right
data and theoretical tools, one can evaluate the sustainability
of a company’s business practice or an entire sector of the
economy. Specialists can compute ratings for the sustainability
of alternative types of packaging and even apply the concept
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to natural processes, such as a population of organisms or a
volcanic eruption.

While people talk meaningfully about the sustainability of
many different processes or practices, in this book we empha-
size sustainability of systems. Big systems, like the economy or
a regional ecosystem, are composed of smaller-scale practices
that affect one another. Trying to understand how they fit to-
gether leads one to think about connections and connectedness.
Or to put it another way, it leads us to understand seemingly
isolated and unconnected activities or processes as occurring
within a system. The answer to questions about whether any
process or practice can continue depends on the larger system
in which it is embedded. Continuity of the smaller systems it
depends on also matters. This has led people who focus on
the sustainability of a business enterprise, a community, an
ecosystem, or a way of life to develop a general approach to
systems thinking: conceptualizing things in terms of the larger
and smaller systems on which they rely and probing the ways
in which seemingly disparate activities and happenings are
connected to one another.

The flexibility with which systems can be described leaves
some people dazed and confused. One person may have a
very narrow understanding of a given practice or process,
while someone else may understand it more broadly. If one car
gets better gas mileage than another one, for example, it can be
said to be more sustainable because it goes further on a gallon
of fuel. But some would say that any combustion of fossil fuel
is unsustainable because our supply of petroleum is finite and
will eventually run out. Even more generally, the idea of sus-
tainability has been advanced as a broad, comprehensive so-
cial goal over the last four decades. In this sense, people are
thinking about a large interconnected set of practices that are
fundamental to our current way of life, and sustainability is
a measure of whether (or to what extent) that way of life can
continue. If this larger social context is what someone has in
mind, the sustainability of a more specific practice or process
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(such as driving a car with low or high gas mileage) has to be
assessed in terms of whether it promotes the continuance of a
particular way of life or inhibits it.

Getting a handle on what makes a particular practice sus-
tainable is useful for people who have an interest in it. Yet sus-
tainability would not have become a buzzword except for the
way that it often implies something about the totality of prac-
tices and processes on which everyone depends. This is the
sense in which sustainability is a big idea. To get a handle on
sustainability as a big idea, one must imagine all the different
meanings and activities associated with the way people live
today and then ask how they connect to form a total system of
practices and processes. Like most big ideas, what any given
individual thinks is important reflects that person’s experi-
ences and life goals. When people start to think about things
that connect to our way of life, they start from different places.
Differences among individuals’ starting points—their experi-
ences and life goals—explain much of the disagreement about
what sustainability is.

If everything is interconnected with everything else, where do
you start?

This is a challenge. You could say that it doesn’t matter much
where you start in systems thinking, because thinking through
connections will eventually lead you to consider the larger con-
text. But choosing a starting point is important for launching a
conversation (or writing a book) because the entry point into
sustainability that is obvious for one person will seem obscure
(or boring) to someone else. We (or most of us) care deeply
about the continuation of some things that can be understood
in systems terms: the company we work for, the community
we live in, the church we attend, the forests and streams where
we like to hike, camp, or fish. But people may not immediately
consider how all these things are connected to each other or
how continuing one of them might affect another. Some people
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do think comprehensively about the earth as one big system,
but the planet earth may continue even as places and institu-
tions within it that other people care about vanish. However,
you can learn a lot about the principles of sustaining a church,
a community, or a favorite natural area by examining what it
takes to sustain a business—or at least that’s the premise of
our book. We start by thinking about what it takes to sustain a
business. Getting the hang of these principles is what we, your
authors, think everyone should know about sustainability.

Is sustainability always about the environment?

As will become clear when we start to look at some examples,
many processes and practices draw upon natural resources or
depend upon services produced by the earth’s ecosystems. It
would be meaningless to estimate the sustainability of such
practices without taking their use of and effects on natural
systems into account. What is more, much of the impetus
for interest in sustainability derives from growing aware-
ness of natural resource depletion and damage to the quality
of the water people drink and the air that people breathe.
Sustainability is, in many people’s minds, primarily defined in
terms of environmental impact.

Yet there are other ways in which people evaluate sustain-
ability that are only indirectly related to the environment. As
will become clear later, part of the reason sustainability became
a watchword in international politics was that poorer coun-
tries were resisting global initiatives to constrain economic de-
velopment in the interest of environmental protection. They
were more comfortable with the idea of sustainable development
precisely because they saw this notion as recognizing the pri-
ority of meeting crucial human needs. Even more generally,
the sustainability of some practices depends on whether they
have a secure financial base. When administrators in govern-
ment, universities, charitable foundations, and other large or-
ganizations ask whether a new program will be sustainable,
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