
 

 

 University of Groningen

Social footprints
McElroy, M.

IMPORTANT NOTE: You are advised to consult the publisher's version (publisher's PDF) if you wish to cite from
it. Please check the document version below.

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Publication date:
2008

Link to publication in University of Groningen/UMCG research database

Citation for published version (APA):
McElroy, M. (2008). Social footprints: measuring the social sustainability performance of organizations.
[Thesis fully internal (DIV), University of Groningen]. Thetford Center.

Copyright
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the
author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license (like Creative Commons).

The publication may also be distributed here under the terms of Article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act, indicated by the “Taverne” license.
More information can be found on the University of Groningen website: https://www.rug.nl/library/open-access/self-archiving-pure/taverne-
amendment.

Take-down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from the University of Groningen/UMCG research database (Pure): http://www.rug.nl/research/portal. For technical reasons the
number of authors shown on this cover page is limited to 10 maximum.

Download date: 23-05-2023

https://research.rug.nl/en/publications/cff80cf2-04f3-4848-8626-c59520b7197c


CHAPTER 3

SUSTAINABILITY THEORY AND PRACTICE

3.1 INTRODUCTION

Having laid the epistemological foundations for our thesis in Chapter 2, we now
turn our attention to the subject of sustainability theory and practice, per se. This,
in turn, will complete the background required to introduce and understand the
Social Footprint Method presented in Chapter 4. Our goals for this chapter, then,
are as follows:

1. To identify some of the leading historical and contemporary theories and
practices of sustainability, and to discuss their strengths and weaknesses
from our perspective;

2. To highlight a particular theory of sustainability that we have embraced
as the basis for our own approach - the capital theory approach;

3. To introduce and explain our own concept of sustainability quotients;
4. To highlight and explain the epistemological nature of sustainability

measurement and reporting, using concepts that we introduced in Chapter
2, and which we will continue to rely on in Chapter 4.

3.2 ANALYTICAL FACTORS

The field of sustainability is anything but stable in terms of its own conceptual
foundations. Indeed, virtually any two books or papers on sustainability are li-
able to be using the term differently, thereby raising the most basic questions
about what people really mean when they talk about it; or better yet, what they
ought to mean. This, in turn, has engendered a broad range of competing and in-
consistent practices at the global, national, and organizational levels of analysis,
insofar as the management of sustainability policies, programs, and practices is
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concerned. What for one school of thought is sustainability management is very
often, for another, nothing of the kind.

Under the circumstances, then, we can hardly hope to proceed with our plan to
introduce a new sustainability measurement and reporting method, without ac-
knowledging, if not resolving, the current state of affairs in the field. To do this,
we will need to go over some old ground (some history in the evolution of
thought about sustainability), especially as it applies to organizations, our pri-
mary focus of interest. Still, we will not delve too deeply into the past, but will
only plumb the depths of history to the extent required to put our own thinking in
context.

In order to proceed, we will need to have some basic analytical terms defined
ahead of time, so that we can compare and contrast one theory, or school of
thought, against another. The fact is that very few commonly-held principles and
definitions in the field of sustainability exist, and so it may be more useful, as we
compare and contrast competing theories against one another, to refer to general
attributes, or analytical aspects, of theories as a means of telling them apart. Here
we find that only a few variables are needed, for the differences between leading
sustainability theories and practices are that great. That said, we will rely on three
primary factors in our review of sustainability theories and practices:

1. Social versus ecological focus;
2. Referents of sustainability;
3. Sustainability context.

3.2.1 Social versus ecological focus

The first major differentiator between one sustainability theory or practice and
another is whether or not they are cast in ecological terms, social terms, or both.
While many, if not most, discussions of sustainability deal extensively with hu-
man impacts on the environment, the subject is certainly not limited to that. Our
own particular interest, for example, is with the social domain, not the ecological
one. Still, the measurement and reporting method we will propose in Chapter 4,
the Social Footprint Method, was largely inspired by comparable methods that
originated on the ecological side of the subject. 
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3.2.2 Referents of sustainability

Another top-level differentiator in distinguishing between one sustainability the-
ory or practice and another is that to which the attribute of being sustainable, or
not, is, or can be, ascribed. Faber et al (2005, p. 7) make a useful distinction here
between concrete artifacts, which they call entities, and abstract artifacts, which
they call constructs, the latter consisting of unobservable properties or attributes
of objects. As we look at competing theories and practices of sustainability, then,
we will attempt to identify the basic referents of interest for each of them.

3.2.3 Sustainability context

In Chapter 1, we called attention to the importance of what the Global Reporting
Initiative (GRI) refers to as sustainability context in the preparation of corporate
CSM reports. GRI defines this term as follows (GRI, 2006, p. 13):

“Sustainability context

Definition: The report should present the organization’s performance in
the wider context of sustainability.

Explanation: Information on performance should be placed in context.
The underlying question of sustainability reporting is how an organiza-
tion contributes, or aims to contribute in the future, to the improvement
or deterioration of economic, environmental, and social conditions, de-
velopments, and trends at the local, regional, or global level. Reporting
only on trends in individual performance (or the efficiency of the or-
ganization) will fail to respond to this underlying question. Reports
should therefore seek to present performance in relation to broader
concepts of sustainability. This will involve discussing the performance
of the organization in the context of the limits and demands placed on
environmental or social resources at the sectoral, local, regional, or
global level. For example, this could mean that in addition to reporting
on trends in eco-efficiency, an organization might also present its abso-
lute pollution loading in relation to the capacity of the regional ecosys-
tem to absorb the pollutant. 
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This concept is often most clearly articulated in the environmental are-
na in terms of global limits on resource use and pollution levels. How-
ever, it can also be relevant with respect to social and economic objec-
tives such as national or international socio-economic and sustainable
development goals. For example, an organization could report on em-
ployee wages and social benefit levels in relation to nation-wide mini-
mum and median income levels and the capacity of social safety nets to
absorb those in poverty or those living close to the poverty line. Organ-
izations operating in a diverse range of locations, sizes, and sectors will
need to consider how to best frame their overall organizational perfor-
mance in the broader context of sustainability. This may require dis-
tinguishing between topics or factors that drive global impacts (such as
climate change) and those that have more regional or local impacts
(such as community development). Similarly, distinctions might need
to be made between trends or patterns of impacts across the range of
operations versus contextualizing performance location by location.” 

In our discussion of sustainability theories and practices below, we will address
the question of whether or not a given theory or practice includes consideration
of sustainability context in its outlook. Here we will distinguish between con-
cepts that do or do not by referring to them as instances of hard versus soft sus-
tainability, respectively. A hard sustainability theory or practice will be regarded
as such because of the extent to which it literally measures social impacts against
existing social conditions in the world, whereas a soft theory or practice will not
be so regarded because of its failure to do so. 

3.3 SOME LEADING THEORIES AND PRACTICES

Let us now jump into the fray, so to speak, by identifying and discussing some
leading sustainability theories and practices. Of particular interest to us will be
theories and practices related to sustainability accounting, or concepts and meth-
ods by which the sustainability of human social systems can be measured and
reported. Here we will also make the theory versus practice distinction as we go,
while at the same time providing our own critique of what we find using the anal-
ytical factors set forth above.
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3.3.1 Early pioneers

Perhaps the earliest known theory of sustainability, as such, was put forward by
Hans Carl von Carlowitz, who in 1713 published the first comprehensive treatise
on forestry, including instructions for how to achieve sustainable yields. Later
that same century, Thomas Robert Malthus (1998[1798]), put forward his well-
known ‘iron law of population’, according to which he claimed that “the tenden-
cy of population towards geometric growth would always outstrip the growth in
food supply” (Dresner, 2006, p. 11). Both of these theories can be classified as
ecological theories of sustainability, the referents of which are human behaviors
of one kind or another. Since both also took sustainability context explicitly into
account (i.e., the available supply of mature trees or food, respectively), von
Carlowitz’s and Malthus’s theories can be classified as hard sustainability the-
ories. Had they merely been arguing for reductions in consumption levels with-
out tying such levels to available supplies, they would have been preaching soft
sustainability theories, or doctrines of eco-efficiency (Schmidheiny, 1992, p. 10;
WBCSD, 2000).

Next in our account comes John Stuart Mill, who in 1848 published his Prin-
ciples of Political Economy (Mill, 1848). In that work, he introduced the idea of a
‘stationary state economy’, “one which in today’s language was not growing”
(Dresner, 2006, p. 18). Mill explained his thinking as follows (Mill, 1848, p.
308):

“I cannot, therefore, regard the stationary state of capital and wealth the
unaffected aversion so generally manifested towards it by political eco-
nomists of the old school. I am inclined to believe that it would be, on
the whole, a very considerable improvement on our present condition. I
confess I am not charmed with the ideal of life held out by those who
think that the normal state of human beings is that of struggling to get
on; that the trampling, crushing, elbowing, and treading on each other’s
heel, which form the existing type of social life, are the most desirable
lot of human kind, or anything but the disagreeable symptoms of one of
the phases of industrial progress...”

Daly (1996) interprets Mill’s stationary state as “a condition of zero growth in
population and physical capital stock, but with continued improvement in tech-
nology and ethics” (p. 3). Mill adds (1848, p. 311):
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“If the earth must lose that great portion of its pleasantness which it
owes to things that the unlimited increase of wealth and population
would extirpate from it, for the mere purpose of enabling it to support a
larger, but not a better or happier population, I sincerely hope, for the
sake of posterity, that they will be content to be stationary, long before
necessity compels them to it.”

Like Malthus, Mill was concerned with ecological constraints and the satisfaction
of human needs within them. His sustainability theory is therefore of an eco-
logical kind, with human economic behavior as its referent. And to the extent that
his ‘stationary state’ concept took ecological constraints explicitly into account,
Mill’s theory, like Malthus’s, fits into our category of hard sustainability. 

From Mill, we jump into the twentieth century where we find the advent of eco-
logical economics and its seminal thinkers, and what may be the earliest expres-
sion of sustainability principles in more modern times: the concept of a ‘sustain-
able society’ as put forward at an ecumenical study conference on Science and
Technology for Human Development held by the World Council of Churches in
1984. There the concept was defined as follows (World Council of Churches,
1994[1984]):

“First, social sustainability cannot be obtained without an equitable dis-
tribution of what is in scarce supply or without common opportunity to
participate in social decisions. Second, a robust global society will not
be sustainable unless the need for food is at any time well below the
global capacity to supply it and unless the emission of pollutants are
well below the capacity of the ecosystems to absorb them. Third, the
new social organization will be sustainable as long as the use of non-
renewable resources does not out-run the increase in resources made a-
vailable through technological innovation. Finally, a sustainable society
requires a level of human activities which is not adversely influenced
by the never-ending large and frequent variations in global climate.”

This remarkable, and relatively unknown, manifesto arguably preceded and up-
staged every leading sustainability theory and practice from the late twentieth
century to modern times. Not only is it ecological in focus, it is socially oriented
as well. In effect, then, it preceded both Elkington’s (1998) notion of multiple
bottom lines (i.e., the ‘triple bottom line’) and the Ecological Footprint (Rees,
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1992; Wackernagel and Rees, 1996) by at least eight years, and Daly’s (1990)
articulation of sustainability principles by almost as much. It even preceded the
venerable Brundtland Report’s (WCED, 1987) definition of sustainable develop-
ment, and its inclusion of social considerations in its general formulation of sus-
tainability, by three years. All of these frameworks, still current today (including
our own), are arguably rooted in this little known doctrine, the content of which
provided a thoughtful glimpse of how to operationalize sustainability accounting,
from theory to practice, with human activity as its referent, and context taken
fully into account.

Finally, we wish to briefly acknowledge one more important contribution to the
field of sustainability; namely, the work of the Club of Rome, which in 1972
published the ground-breaking book, The Limits to Growth (Meadows et al,
1972).  In their case, the methodology they used involved system dynamics mod-
eling (Forrester, 1961, 1969, 1971) and the development of a model of human
activity called the World model, in which sustainability context was firmly
ensconced. This context took the form of many premises and assumptions about
ecological constraints in the world, prevailing social conditions, consumption
patterns, population growth, etc. that the authors relied on. The model, in turn,
was used to determine whether or not various possible futures of human activity
on Earth would be viable within assumed (predicted) social and ecological con-
straints. By our definition, what they did was to measure and report, albeit on a
prospective and exploratory basis, the sustainability performance of the global
human population with sustainability context taken fully into account.

Donella Meadows would later go on to extend her approach to the field of retro-
spective measurement and reporting (i.e., into our field), taking inspiration, as we
have ourselves, from Herman Daly’s work (Daly, 1973, 1977, 1990, 1996;
Meadows, 1998). Thus, in many respects, we view our own work in this thesis as
one attempt to pick up where Meadows and her Balaton Group collaborators left
off in 1998, recognizing that both efforts are rooted in the important influence of
Herman Daly in the field, and the urgent need to both extend (beyond ecological
contexts) and operationalize (for management purposes) his ideas at the organ-
izational level of analysis.
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Table 3.1   Some sustainability theories and their attributes

focus referent includes
context (y/n)

Von Carlowitz ecological human activity yes

Malthus

J.S. Mill

Meadows et al
(Club of Rome)

World Council of Churches

ecological

ecological

ecological and
social

ecological and
social

human activity

human activity

human activity

human activity

yes

yes

yes

yes

In Table 3.1, we attempt to summarize the theories discussed above. Of particular
note is the fact that all five treatments of sustainability explicitly included context
in their thinking, and also regarded human activity as the primary referent of in-
terest. And while all five also addressed ecological concerns, only the Meadows
et al (1972) and World Council of Churches (1994[1984]) theories incorporated
social concerns, as well. That said, neither of them (nor any of the others) were
explicitly aimed at the organizational level of analysis, and only the Meadows et
al team contemplated a measurement model, or tool, of some kind. Still missing,
then, was, and is, a tool or method for measuring the social sustainability perfor-
mance of an organization, with context fully included.

3.3.2 The Ecological Footprint Method

Following advances made in the theory of sustainability, mainly on the ecologi-
cal front, a methodology soon emerged by which the ecological sustainability of
a human collective could be measured and reported with context taken fully into
account. Known as the Ecological Footprint Method (EFM) (Rees, 1992;
Wackernagel and Rees, 1996), the method is explained as follows (Wackernagel
and Rees, 1996, p. 9):
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“Ecological footprint analysis is an accounting tool that enables us to
estimate the resource consumption and waste assimilation requirements
of a defined human population or economy in terms of a corresponding
productive land area.”

What the EFM makes it possible to do, then, is estimate the impacts of human
activity on the Earth’s ecology, and then compare such impacts to the Earth’s ca-
pacity to withstand them, without crossing or exceeding related physical limits.
This, in turn, rests on another concept long established in ecology - carrying ca-
pacity. We will have more to say about carrying capacity later on in this chapter,
but for now, suffice it to say that the term refers to the ecological capacity of the
planet to support the natural resource consumption and waste emission patterns
of human (and non-human) behavior. A given population can either live within
that capacity, or it can exceed it. If it exceeds it, it means that its impacts are
eroding, if not permanently destroying, some portion of the Earth’s capacity to
support human (and non-human) life. For example, when we consume oil, for all
intents and purposes, we consume it forever. And when we consume water at
rates that exceed the regenerative capacity of aquifers, we undermine their capac-
ity to provide water at all. 

Of central importance to the EFM, therefore, was (and is) its embrace of sustain-
ability context as we have defined it. The particular context of interest here is the
Earth’s ecology, and the physical constraints it imposes on humankind (and other
forms of life) in terms of how much we can expand the scope of our activities
(i.e., consumption), and the size of our population, without exceeding such con-
straints. As noted above, we know of only one other methodology, per se (i.e.,
not including Malthus’s so-called ‘iron law’), in existence prior to the appearance
of the EF, which took sustainability context fully into account when assessing the
sustainability of human behavior; namely, the World model developed by the
Club of Rome Project and published in 1972 (Meadows et al, 1972). In some re-
spects, the EFM is a descendant of the approach taken in that report - it is a de-
scendant in the sense that it sets out to compare human impacts on Earth with the
Earth’s capacity to withstand them. But whereas the Club of Rome team utilized
a system dynamics approach (Forrester, 1961, 1969, 1971) to perform their anal-
ysis, the EFM relies on a much simpler model involving the use of energy and
materials flow analysis. Another difference is that the World model was designed
to prospectively measure and report both the social and ecological impacts of hu-
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man activity; the EFM, by contrast, is retrospective in scope and deals only with
ecological impacts. 

Three specific features of the EFM make it especially relevant to our thesis. The
first is its explicit inclusion of sustainability context, which in the EFM’s case is
available bioproductive land - all ecological impacts are measured against con-
straints imposed by the fact that such land is limited. The second is its reference
to human activity as that to which sustainability can be ascribed, or not (i.e., its
referent is human activity). And third is its orientation towards the reporting of
sustainability on a per capita basis. Later on we will stress the importance of
these same ideas as we present and describe our own conception of the analogous
Social Footprint Method.

3.3.3 The organizational context

Now we wish to turn decidedly in the direction of corporate or organizational
sustainability. Thus, in this section we will not be talking about sustainability in a
macroeconomic context, but instead will be looking at mainstream theories and
practices at the microeconomic, or organizational, level of analysis, our primary
focus of interest. Here we intend to provide a brief, and inevitably incomplete,
look at leading schools of thought, tools, methods, etc. that have emerged in the
corporate context. First we will catalogue some current definitions of sustain-
ability taken from the business literature, and then we will look at corresponding
tools and methods for measuring and reporting corporate sustainability perfor-
mance. All of that, then, will set the stage for the introduction of our own ideas
about how sustainability ought to be approached.

3.3.3.1  Competing definitions

Let us begin by examining some leading definitions of sustainability taken from
the business literature on the subject. Included are definitions expressed in terms
general enough to be applicable to businesses and organizations, and not just so-
cial systems of larger sizes. Here, then, in chronological order, is at least a partial



Sustainability theory and practice 85

summary of the leading sustainability theories and definitions in business that we
know of: 

“For the business enterprise, sustainable development means adopting
business strategies and activities that meet the needs of the enterprise
and its stakeholders today while protecting, sustaining and enhancing
the human and natural resources that will be needed in the future” (In-
ternational Institute for Sustainable Development [IISD] et al, 1992, p.
1).
.....

“Sustainability is an economic state where the demands placed upon the
environment by people and commerce can be met without reducing the
capacity of the environment to provide for future generations” (Haw-
ken, 1993, p. 139).
.....

“...sustainability is a simple concept: it means living in material comfort
and peacefully with each other within the means of nature” (Wacker-
nagel and Rees, 1996, p. 32).
.....

“Sustainability is the capability of an organization (or society) to con-
tinue its activities indefinitely, having taken due account of its impact
on economic, social and environmental capitals” (Association of Chart-
ered Certified Accountants, [ACCA] 1997).
.....

“...the sustainability agenda, long understood as an attempt to harmon-
ize the traditional financial bottom line with emerging thinking about
the environmental bottom line, turned out to be more complicated than
some early business enthusiasts had imagined. Today we think in terms
of a ‘triple bottom line,’ focusing on economic prosperity, environmen-
tal quality, and - the element which business had preferred to overlook -
social justice” (Elkington, 1998, p. 70).
.....
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“Sustainability may best be defined as the capacity for continuance into
the long-term future... By contrast, sustainable development is the pro-
cess by which we move towards sustainability... It [achieving sustain-
able development] is a social and economic project as much as an en-
vironmental project, with the very positive objective of optimizing hu-
man wellbeing” (Porritt, 2005, pp. 21-22).
.....

“Sustainable development is a dynamic process which enables all peo-
ple to realize their potential and to improve their quality of life in ways
which simultaneously protect and enhance the Earth’s life-support sys-
tems” (Forum for the Future, as quoted by Jonathan Porritt, Founder/
Director, in Porritt, 2005, p. 22).
.....

“[Sustainability is] the balance between [anything to which the property
of sustainable or unsustainable can be ascribed] and its social and na-
tural environment. Therefore, [a thing] is sustainable if its internal
structure is in a dynamic balance with its social and natural environ-
ment” (Jorna, 2006, p. 10).
.....

“A sustainable corporation is one that creates profit for its shareholders
while protecting the environment and improving the lives of those with
whom it interacts... Sustainability in practice can be seen as the art of
doing business in an interdependent world... Sustainability means ope-
rating a business in a way that causes minimal harm to living creatures
and that does not deplete but rather restores and enriches the environ-
ment” (Savitz, 2006, p. x).

The World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) has
evolved a two-part definition of sustainability over the years (Blackburn, 2007,
pp. 18-19). The first is eco-efficiency and the second is corporate social responsi-
bility. They define these terms as follows:

“Industry is moving toward ‘demanufacturing’ and ‘remanufacturing’ -
that is, recycling the materials in their products and thus limiting the
use of raw materials and of energy to convert those raw materials [...]
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That this is technically feasible is encouraging; that it can be done prof-
itably is more encouraging. It is the more competitive and successful
companies that are at the forefront of what we call ‘eco-efficiency’ ”
(Schmidheiny, 1992, p. 10).
.....

“Corporate social responsibility is the continuing commitment by
business to behave ethically and contribute to economic development
while improving the quality of life of the workforce and their families
as well as of the local community and society at large” (WBCSD, 1999,
p. 3). 

So let us now briefly comment upon the various sustainability theories and defin-
itions quoted above, using our three-part analytical framework to do so. First, the
vast majority (eight out of ten) of the positions quoted above see sustainability as
involving both social and environmental factors. This is consistent, we think,
with the influence that one of the definitions (Elkington’s) has had on business in
general, and the extent to which his triple bottom line metaphor has spread
throughout industry, along with the mantra it has produced: people, planet, prof-
it.

Insofar as prevailing referents are concerned, things are almost as consistent. The
vast majority of theories and definitions seem to revolve around organizational
behaviors or activities as the central referent of interest. In the quotations above,
such referents show up variously in the form of ‘living’, ‘activities’, ‘doing busi-
ness’, ‘operating a business’, and ‘behav[ing]’. From where we sit, they are all
making reference to the same basic thing: human behavior, action, or activities -
if even only obliquely so in some cases. Here we wish to note that this interpreta-
tion of what the primary referent is in corporate sustainability management is
more or less confirmed as a matter of generally accepted standards, as evidenced
in the leading international standard for corporate sustainability reporting: the
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). Indeed, GRI declares as much as follows
(GRI, 2006, p. 4):

“Transparency about the sustainability of organizational activities is of
interest to a diverse range of stakeholders, including business, labor,
non-governmental organizations, investors, accountancy, and others”
(emphasis added).
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Let us also acknowledge the non-activity based views of sustainability referred to
above, some of which are rather vague in our view. One, the IISD et al definition,
included ‘business strategies’ as a referent. Another, the Porritt definition,
seemingly makes reference to a ‘capacity’ as a referent. And a third, the Hawken
view, refers to an ‘economic state’. Interestingly, Jorna takes a more guarded ap-
proach. For him, the referent of sustainability could be any number of things. In
that sense, Jorna’s definition is more of a design specification for a sustainability
theory or definition than a particular instantiation of one itself. It stands alone in
that regard.

Our third and last differentiator of sustainability theories, definitions, and prac-
tices is the sustainability context dimension. Here things are surprisingly con-
sistent and unified, although for some theorists the context is an exclusively eco-
logical one, whereas for others it is social, environmental, and/or economic. Still,
if we can agree to regard any reference to the background state of social, environ-
mental, or economic conditions in the world as an invocation of context, then we
think we can say that virtually all of the positions quoted above are grounded in
sustainability context (of some kind). The reason we say things are so sur-
prisingly consistent is that virtually none of them actually apply this concept in
practice when it comes to measuring and reporting the sustainability performance
of organizations. Of course, not all of them are practices, per se. Nonetheless,
only the Ecological Footprint Method (Rees, 1992; Wackernagel and Rees, 1996)
explicitly applies the concept of sustainability context in their methodology, as
we, of course, purport to do in our own Social Footprint Method. We comment
further on this later on.

Before moving on to consider some more explicit tools and techniques designed
for measuring corporate sustainability, we should pause here for a moment to ob-
serve that many theories and definitions of sustainability tend to conflate, and
thereby confuse, the terms sustainability and sustainable. These terms require
separate definitions, if only for the reason that one is a noun (sustainability) and
the other is an adjective (sustainable). For purposes of this thesis, then, our defin-
itions are as follows:

Sustainability: The subject of a social science that studies human impacts on
various kinds of capital (natural, human, social, and construct-
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ed), relative to norms for what such impacts ought to be in order
to ensure human well-being;

Sustainable: An adjective used to indicate a state of affairs in which human
impacts on various kinds of capital (natural, human, social, and
constructed) conform to norms for what such impacts ought to
be in order to ensure human well-being. 

We will come back to these ideas again before concluding this chapter, parti-
cularly in connection with our discussion of the capital theory approach (CTA) to
sustainability discussed below.

3.3.3.2  The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)

By far and away the leading methodology - and dominant international standard -
for measuring and reporting corporate, or organizational, sustainability is the
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). The GRI standard was originally conceived in
1997 in the United States by the Boston-based Coalition for Environmentally Re-
sponsible Economies (CERES) and Tellus Institute, with the support of the
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). The second version was re-
leased at the World Summit for Sustainable Development in Johannesberg in
2002. Later that year, GRI became a separate institution with its own identify,
with its Secretariat located in Amsterdam. In October, 2006, the third version of
the standard (‘G3’) (GRI, 2006) was released. Although the GRI is independent,
it maintains an affiliation with UNEP and works in cooperation with the United
Nations Global Compact. As of mid-2007, approximately 1300 companies a-
round the world had committed to preparing GRI reports for 2006. 

GRI describes itself and its mission as follows (GRI, 2007, home page on website
at www.globalreporting.org):

“A common framework for sustainability reporting
 
The Global Reporting Initiative’s (GRI) vision is that reporting on eco-
nomic, environmental, and social performance by all organizations be-
comes as routine and comparable as financial reporting. GRI accom-
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plishes this vision by developing, continually improving, and building
capacity around the use of its Sustainability Reporting Framework.” 

The GRI method relies on a standardized set of indicators for measuring and re-
porting organizational sustainability. In general, it is organized around the triple
bottom line concept (Elkington, 1998). Thus, its indicators are grouped into three
sections:

1. economic performance,
2. environmental performance, and
3. social performance.

Of particular interest to us is how GRI fares relative to our three-part analytical
framework for sustainability theories and practices. First, GRI has both a social
and ecological orientation, and also an economic one, which is arguably just a
subset of the social dimension. Next, its referent consists of organizational activ-
ities, as already noted above. And third, it is one of the leading voices insofar as
the importance of sustainability context in reporting is concerned. Nonetheless,
while it is true that GRI argues for the inclusion of such context in sustainability
reporting, its own guidelines fail to require it, and completely lack any guidelines
or procedures for how to do so. 

Thus, GRI is a measurement system that lacks sustainability context in practice,
and which, because of it, is technically not a sustainability measurement and
reporting system at all. While it may be dedicated to triple bottom line reporting,
what it actually delivers is triple top line reporting, at best. This is because with-
out context, there can be no assessment of performance, only tracking of trends
and relative movements. As Gray and Bebbington put it (2005, p. 7):

“Within those reports identified as ‘sustainability reports’ [...] even
those that are ‘in conformance with’ the Global Reporting Initiative
Sustainability Reporting Guideline provide only the most superficial
data on the extent of the organisation’s sustainability or otherwise. In-
deed, sustainability is much more likely to be entirely ignored; it is rare
to see any corporation address it at all. No reasonable person could
make any sensible judgement on the basis of an organisation’s report-
ing in their ‘Sustainability Reports’ on whether or not the organisation
was [sustainable or] unsustainable.”
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To us, this amounts to nothing short of a crisis in CSM. It is a crisis because as
long as mainstream sustainability measurement and reporting tools are being
used as if they are addressing sustainability - when, in fact, they are not - the pos-
sibility will exist that the actual sustainability performance of organizations will
never be known, even as their impacts in the world potentially worsen (i.e., in the
form of increasing social and environmental harms).

3.4 THE CAPITAL THEORY APPROACH (CTA)

Now we wish to turn our attention more carefully to the basis and meaning of
claims about whether or not a thing is sustainable. First we must reaffirm our
commitment to human activity, or to action, as the main thing, or referent, of
interest to us. When we say that a company is sustainable or unsustainable, what
we really mean is that their activities as performed by their employees or agents
are sustainable or unsustainable. This, in turn, will later earn us the right to at-
tribute such activities (and related responsibilities) to the humans involved in or-
ganizations and collectives, since, strictly speaking, corporations and social sys-
tems are abstractions, incapable of taking action as such. Instead, it is people who
take action in their organizational and social identities; and it is people, therefore,
whose actions ought to be considered when assessing the sustainability of organ-
izational behavior.

Earlier we offered our own definition of sustainability, as follows:

Sustainability: The subject of a social science that studies human impacts on
various kinds of capital (natural, human, social, and construct-
ed), relative to norms for what such impacts ought to be in order
to ensure human well-being.

Here we wish to stress the connections between action and capital, and in parti-
cular the impacts that human activity can have on vital capitals. Understanding
these impacts, in turn, can form the basis for drawing conclusions about the sus-
tainability of the actions involved. By vital, we mean to refer to capitals that
humans depend on, and which they use or consume in the service and support of
their well-being. We will elaborate on this idea below, but let us now simply
declare that this way of looking at sustainability is the way we have chosen in the
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development of our thesis. It also comprises a theoretical foundation, or school of
thought, for sustainability that has a long tradition. Some refer to it as the capital
theory approach to sustainability, or CTA (Stern, 1997). 

There are explicit signs of CTA in at least one of the competing definitions given
above, the ACCA definition. Here it is again (Association of Chartered Certified
Accountants, 1997):

“Sustainability is the capability of an organization (or society) to con-
tinue its activities indefinitely, having taken due account of its impact
on economic, social and environmental capitals.”

Each of the remaining definitions can also be interpreted through the CTA lens.
Starting with the IISD definition (IISD, 1992), ‘human and natural resources’ can
be interpreted as human and natural capitals (defined below); for Hawken (1993),
‘the capacity of the environment to provide for future generations’ can be under-
stood as a reference to the sufficiency of natural capital; for Wackernagel and
Rees (1996), living ‘within the means of nature’ means living within the means
of natural capital; for Elkington (2008), his three bottom lines are explicitly tied
to corresponding capitals in his seminal work on the subject, as social, economic,
and natural capital, respectfully (Ibid., pp. 74-86); Porritt, in turn, bases his entire
outlook on what he calls the Five Capitals Framework (2005, Chapter 6); Jorna
(2006), for his part, can be understood to be referencing social and natural cap-
itals, respectively, when he speaks of the ‘social and natural environment’; Savitz
speaks of ‘living creatures’ and the ‘environment’ in ways that clearly evoke na-
tural capital; and the WBCSD makes similar allusions to natural, social, and hu-
man capital (all, again, defined below). 

For every one of these scholars - and many others, as well (see, for example,
Costanza and Daly, 1992; Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998; Ekins et al, 2002;
Vemuri and Costanza, 2005; and Mulder et al, 2005) - what determines the sus-
tainability of human activity is the impacts it has on various forms of vital cap-
ital. This is the CTA approach to sustainability theory and practice, and we sub-
scribe to it.
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3.4.1 Herman Daly’s principles of sustainability

Herman Daly, a well-known former World Bank economist, co-originated the
field of ecological economics, a transdisciplinary attempt to unite economics and
ecology (Daly, 1996, p. 73; Costanza et al, 1997, Chapter 2). He and other - if
not all - ecological economists, adhere to CTA in some form or another as a
foundational principle in their thinking (Costanza et al, 1997, p. 107). Natural
capital, in particular, figures prominently in the related literature. In that regard,
human economies are seen as subsystems of the global ecosystem and not apart
from it (Daly, 1996, pp. 6-7; Costanza et al, 1997, p. 7). The implications of this,
in terms of what it would mean for a society or an economic system to be sustain-
able, are succinctly put forward by Daly (1990) as follows:

“For the management of renewable resources there are two obvious
principles of sustainable development. First that harvest rates should
equal regeneration rates (sustained yield). Second that waste emission
rates should equal [or not exceed] the natural assimilative capacities of
the ecosystems into which the wastes are emitted. Regenerative and
assimilative capacities must be treated as natural capital, and failure to
maintain these capacities must be treated as capital consumption, and
therefore not sustainable” (p. 2).
.....

“There remains the category of nonrenewable resources which strictly
speaking cannot be maintained intact short of nonuse [...] Yet it is pos-
sible to exploit nonrenewables in a quasi-sustainable manner by limit-
ing their rate of depletion to the rate of creation of renewable substi-
tutes.

The quasi-sustainable use of nonrenewables requires that any invest-
ment in the exploitation of a nonrenewable resource must be paired
with a compensating investment in a renewable substitute (e.g., oil ex-
traction paired with tree planting for wood alcohol)” (Ibid., p. 4).

Meadows et al (1992), for their part, embraced and summarized Daly’s three
principles as follows (p. 209):
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“In order to be physically sustainable [a] society’s material and energy
throughputs would have to meet economist Herman Daly’s three condi-
tions:

1. Its rates of use of renewable resources do not exceed their rates
of regeneration;

2. Its rates of use of nonrenewable resources do not exceed the
rate at which sustainable renewable resources are developed;

3. Its rates of pollution emission do not exceed the assimilative
capacity of the environment.”

Here we wish to make two general observations regarding Daly’s three prin-
ciples, or rules, that are important to our thesis. The first is that, as Meadows et al
point out, Daly’s principles deal exclusively with the ecological impacts of hu-
man activities on natural capital. There is no standard of performance or criterion
for social sustainability in his formulation, except to the degree that environmen-
tal degradation can ultimately have impact on human well-being. Still, his formu-
lation is expressed in terms of impacts on natural capital only, and there is no rea-
son to believe that he has anything other than that in mind.

Our second point is to simply observe that Daly’s formulation is a highly quan-
titative and almost operational one. Not only does he provide mathematical con-
ditions or criteria for sustainability, he implicitly tells us how to operationalize a
corresponding measurement and reporting scheme. To assess the ecological sus-
tainability of a human social system, one need only measure and compare the re-
lated rates of resource use and waste emissions with the corresponding rates of
renewable resource regeneration, sustainable renewable resource development,
and waste assimilation rates, respectively. 

Several years after modern definitions of sustainability began to take sustainabi-
lity context into account, Daly arguably took things to the next level and single-
handedly specified sustainability in a more granular and executable form. No
doubt he was influenced when he did by his former teacher, Georgescu-Roegen,
who had earlier made statements like, “We need no elaborated argument to see
that the maximum of life quantity requires the minimum rate of natural resource
depletion” (Georgescu-Roegen, 1999[1971], p. 21). Nonetheless, Daly was
arguably the first economist to extrapolate the methodological implications of
such statements, and thereby lay the foundations for what we prefer to think of
today as hard (as opposed to soft) sustainability theory and practice - a general
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approach to measuring, reporting, and managing the sustainability performance
of human social systems using quantitative standards, or thresholds of perfor-
mance, as a basis for doing so. 

The issue for us, then, has been whether or not a similar solution can be found for
assessing the social sustainability of an organization or society. We think the
answer is yes, and we credit Daly for the example he set on the ecological side of
the subject, which we, in turn, have relied upon as inspiration for the Social Foot-
print Method.

3.4.2 Capital stocks and flows

Before getting into the substance of our own theory on what it might mean for a
society, or organization, to be socially sustainable, we should briefly pause here
and be clear about what we mean by capital. Indeed, our entire approach to sus-
tainability measurement and reporting is predicated, in large part, on the value
and usefulness of the term as it applies to our thesis. Here we turn to the field of
Ecological Economics (Costanza et al, 1997), which for many years has been
using the term in a particular way that we find useful. Consider, for example, the
following statement (Costanza and Daly, 1992, p. 38):

“Since ‘capital’ is traditionally defined as produced (manufactured)
means of production, the term ‘natural capital’ needs explanation. It is
based on a more functional definition of capital as ‘a stock that yields a
flow of valuable goods or services into the future’. What is functionally
important is the relation of a stock yielding a flow - whether the stock is
manufactured or natural is in this view a distinction between kinds of
capital and not a defining characteristic of capital itself.”

In this thesis, we largely embrace the above definition of capital, but prefer a
more general form of it as follows:

Capital is a stock of anything that yields a flow of valuable goods or services into
the future.
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Our addition of the phrase ‘of anything’ (in line with Porritt, 2005, p. 112) is in-
tended to help pave the way for the inclusion of non-material things as types or
categories of capital that are important to us, but which are not necessarily im-
portant to ecological economists. Indeed, our notion of social sustainability will
rely very heavily on the existence of non-material forms of capital, which it is
now time to discuss.

3.4.3 Anthro capital

Given the definition of capital provided above, we can differentiate between two
very broad sub-classes of capital as consisting of natural capital, on the one hand,
and human-made capital, on the other. In providing us with a working definition
of natural capital, Hawken et al make this same point as follows (1999, p. 151):

“Natural capital can be viewed as the sum total of the ecological sys-
tems that support life, different from human-made capital in that natural
capital cannot be produced by human capital [or by humans].”

Here we can say that human-made (or non-natural) capital is anthropogenic - as
in produced by humans (see, for example, Schultz, 1961; Coleman, 1988;
McElroy et al, 2006). From this point forward, then, we will refer to such anthro-
pogenic capital, or capitals, as simply anthro capital. 

3.4.3.1  Anthro capital defined

In total, we recognize four types of anthro capital:
1. financial capital,
2. human capital,
3. social capital, and
4. constructed, or built, capital.

Since many means of measuring, reporting, and accounting for the impacts of
human activity on financial capital already exist, we will not discuss that form of
anthro capital any further. In this thesis, we are only concerned with how to
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measure, report, and account for the impacts of human activities on non-finan-
cial, non-natural capitals. Here, then, is how we define the three remaining an-
thro capitals of interest to us:

1. Human Capital
Human capital consists of individual knowledge, skills, experience,
health, and ethical entitlements that enhance the potential for effective
individual action and well-being (Mincer, 1958; Schultz, 1961; Becker,
1993[1964]).

2. Social Capital
Social capital consists of shared knowledge and organizational resources
(e.g., formal or informal networks of people committed to collaborating
with one another with the intent of achieving common goals) that en-
hance the potential for effective individual and collective action and well-
being in human social systems (Coleman, 1990; Putnam, 2000; Ostrom
and Ahn, 2003; McElroy et al, 2006).

3. Constructed Capital
Constructed capital (or ‘built’ capital) consists of material objects and/or
physical systems or infrastructures created by humans for human benefit
and use. It is the world of human artifacts, in which human knowledge is
also embedded. Constructed capital includes instrumental objects, tools,
technologies, equipment, buildings, roads and highway systems, power
plants and energy distribution systems, public transportation systems, wa-
ter and sanitation facilities, telecommunications networks, homes, office
buildings, etc. (Daly, 1973, 1977; Daly and Cobb, 1989; Costanza et al,
1997).

3.4.3.2  Importance for human well-being

In Chapter 1, we introduced the idea that certain types of capital are vital to the
achievement of human well-being. In this sense, capital can be seen as a resource
that yields valuable goods and services, which humans consume or appropriate in
order to satisfy their needs (see Figure 3.1). Nowhere is this better understood,
perhaps, than in the ecological arena, where nature’s services are appropriated by
humans on Earth (and other creatures) every day in order to make life possible.
Here, for example, is how Daily puts it (1997, p. 3):
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Figure 3.1   Anthro capital flows and human well-being
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“Ecosystem services are the conditions and processes through which
natural ecosystems, and the species that make them up, sustain and ful-
fill human life. They maintain biodiversity and the production of eco-
system goods, such as seafood, forage, timber, biomass fuels, natural
fiber, and many pharmaceuticals, industrial products, and their precur-
sors.”

This is clearly reminiscent of the definition given above for capital, according to
which capital is a stock of anything that yields a flow of valuable goods or
services into the future (to agents who need them). In the case of natural capital,
what gets yielded is a flow of valuable ecosystem goods and services into the fu-
ture. Humans appropriate them, and their well-being is served, accordingly (a-
gain, see Figure 3.1).

But what of anthro capital and its appropriation? Can we not make the same
argument for flows that emanate from non-financial, non-natural, anthro capitals?
Indeed we think we can. Starting with human capital, economic studies have
shown that increases in the stock of human capital generally lead to higher per
capita incomes (Becker, 1993[1964], p. 334), and also to more developed or
advanced economies (Ibid., p. 345). Beyond that, it seems safe to assume that
greater and more truth-like knowledge of and about the world (an aspect of
human capital) - both as it is and ought to be - generally leads to more effective
action, as we took great pains to assert in Chapter 2. As Schultz put it (1961, p.
16), “It simply is not possible to have the fruits of a modern agriculture and the
abundance of modern industry without making large investments in human be-
ings.”
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Social capital, for its part, also plays an important role in human well-being. Here
again we see the telltale sign of valuable flows being appropriated in the service
of actions being taken in order to ensure human well-being. As Ostrom and Ahn
put it (2003):

“Contemporary theorists of social capital, almost without exception,
open their discourse on social capital by placing the problem of collec-
tive action at the center of economic and political problems” (p. xiii).
.....

“The fundamental theoretical question is how collective action is a-
chieved” (pp. xv-xvi).
.....

“That social capital, as a concept, acquires its analytical meaning pri-
marily in relation to collective action is a growing consensus (not just
our contention) among the leading contributors to this issue - despite
substantial differences among them” (p. xxxv).

As in the case of human capital, social capital yields valuable goods and services
that people need in order to live safe, healthy, and happy lives. For the most part,
this comes in the form of products and services that are produced by networks of
individuals who cooperate with one another in order to achieve common goals
and purposes. Indeed, organizations and businesses, themselves, are instances of
social capital, as are governments and militaries. Individuals and groups, in turn,
appropriate related goods and services from them, as needed, in order to fulfill
their needs. In this way, we manage to get things done that we couldn’t otherwise
do as individuals, and so the state of our well-being improves accordingly.

Constructed, or built, capital is the only form of non-financial, non-natural cap-
ital that is physical in form, not counting the humans themselves that make up
human and social capital. Indeed, it is completely material. Here we have in mind
all of the so-called physical necessities in life, such as clothing and housing, and
the vast array of technological systems and artifacts we rely on in our daily lives.
These include not only tools, automobiles, and other objects of instrumental use
to us as individuals, but also things of importance at the social or collective level
of analysis (e.g., transportation systems, utilities, cities, marketplaces, schools,
hospitals, military systems and technologies, scientific equipment, etc.). Assum-
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ing these things are good for us, we routinely appropriate them, and the goods or
services they provide, in the service of our well-being. And like the other forms
of anthro capital of interest to us here, they are anthropogenic - we create them.

3.4.3.3  Internal versus external impacts

An organization’s impacts on anthro capital can either be internal or external. By
internal we mean within an organization, especially with regard to employees; by
external we mean outside an organization, especially with regard to individuals
and groups in society at large. An example of an internal impact on anthro capital
might be the sufficiency of wages paid to employees, or the extent to which wo-
men are treated as equals with men. An example of an external impact on anthro
capital might be the favorable economic effect a company has on other busi-
nesses by virtue of the goods and services it procures from them. Corporate phil-
anthropy is another case. 

3.4.3.4  An impact ontology for organizations

In general, there are many, if not unlimited, possible conditions or areas of im-
pact (AOIs) in society that a company can have impact on as a consequence of its
operations. Each such AOI is merely an analytical aspect, or condition, of society
as seen from the perspective of an observer. Moreover, such conditions can be
highly abstract and difficult to measure, such as happiness; or they can be more
concrete and easily ascertainable, such as teenage pregnancy rates. 

In this thesis, it is not our intent to specify or prescribe an ontology of AOIs,
much less an index or set of indicators, for human well-being. Rather, we have
set out to create a design specification for a measurement model that can be used
with any number of indicators to assess the social sustainability of an organiza-
tion’s impacts on anthro capital. Exactly which indicators to use, or which AOIs
to focus on, is for the individual practitioner to determine, not us. That said, we
have prepared an ontology of AOIs that can be used as a starting point (see Ap-
pendix B). It is a hypothetical list only, and can be modified, as needed, to suit
the needs of individual practitioners or organizational situations. 
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In general, AOIs can be grouped into two categories: internal impacts and exter-
nal impacts. In each case, anthro capital can be found in the form of human, so-
cial, and constructed capital (again, see Appendix B). Internal impacts mainly in-
volve effects on employees, but always in terms of the three types of anthro cap-
ital we have defined (human, social, and constructed). Thus, corporate training
programs might enhance employee-related human capital, whereas the illicit use
of child labor would clearly diminish it. Internal social capital might include
strong organizational learning policies, or child care programs for working pa-
rents. And company-sponsored constructed capital might include on-site fitness
centers, or other workplace-based facilities designed for employee benefit and
use.

Turning to external impacts, a company’s willingness to fund individual scholar-
ships or offer assistance of other kinds to individuals could be regarded as im-
pacts on human capital. Similarly, contributions aimed at improving social insti-
tutions, such as schools, hospitals, and social services programs would constitute
impacts on social capital. And any effect on enhancing, or degrading, the quality
or sufficiency of physical resources, such as roads or transportation systems
would amount to effects on constructed capital.

In total, there are six categories, or areas, of social impact organizations can af-
fect as a consequence of their operations. Each of these categories is defined be-
low:

1. Internal Areas of Impact
- Human Capital (Direct Contributions to Workers):

These are direct contributions to (or impacts had on) individuals inter-
nal to an organization, which in turn constitute personal human capital
resources for its members, workers, or stakeholders.

- Social Capital (Contributions to Social Programs and Resources):
These are contributions to (or impacts had on) programs and institu-
tions internal to an organization, which in turn constitute, or have im-
pact on, shared social capital resources and services available to its
members, workers, or stakeholders.

- Constructed Capital (Direct Contributions Within Own Enterprise):
These are contributions to (or impacts had on) the presence or quality
of human-made infrastructures and/or material goods internal to an
organization.
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2. External Areas of Impact
- Human Capital (Direct Contributions to Individuals in Society):

These are direct contributions to (or impacts had on) individuals in so-
ciety external to an organization, which in turn constitute personal hu-
man capital resources for such individuals.

- Social Capital (Contributions to Social Programs and Resources):
These are contributions to (or impacts had on) third-party programs
and institutions in society external to an organization, which, in turn,
constitute or have impact on social capital resources and services a-
vailable to individuals and collectives in society.

- Constructed Capital (Direct Contributions to Social Resources):
These are contributions to (or impacts had on) the presence or quality
of human-made infrastructures and/or material goods in society ex-
ternal to an organization.

Given the sheer number of social conditions or AOIs that an organization’s ope-
rations can affect, not to mention the many competing points of view about how
best to classify or express them, it is unlikely that any sort of comprehensive so-
cial sustainability bottom line can ever be produced for a single organization. In-
stead, AOIs will have to be selected on the basis of relevance, materiality, or pri-
ority (see, for example, Porter and Kramer, 2006, discussed further below in Sec-
tion 4.6.1.2.2). Certainly not all organizations have impact on all of the AOIs
shown in Appendix B, nor do all organizations have impact on all of the AOIs
that some people think they should. We make no prescriptions here.

To conclude this section, it is perhaps worth mentioning at this juncture that the
classification of AOIs discussed above is a direct result of design decisions made
on the forward engineering side of our methodology, following discoveries made
on the reverse engineering side (see Section 1.5). Once we had identified the cri-
tical role that the concept of natural capital plays in existing ecological sustain-
ability measurement tools, such as the Ecological Footprint Method, we then fo-
cused on the question of what sort of capital(s) should be used in the measure-
ment of social sustainability. Anthro capitals was our answer, and the six areas of
impact described above were then specified in more detail, as a deliberate act of
forward engineering design (see Section 4.6.1.2 below for a more detailed dis-
cussion of how the classification of AOIs set forth above is applied in the Social
Footprint Method). 
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3.5 A THEORY OF SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY

Next we wish to turn our attention to the explication of our own theory of sus-
tainability, in order to lay the theoretical foundation required to introduce the So-
cial Footprint Method in Chapter 4. Central to our thinking will be the sustain-
ability quotients concept put forward below, and the return to, and integration of,
the epistemological perspective presented in Chapter 2. The remainder of this
chapter is structured, accordingly. 

3.5.1 Sustainability quotients

We contend that the sustainability performance of a human collective can be use-
fully expressed in the form of mathematical quotients. This is true for impacts on
both natural and non-natural, or anthro, capital. The Ecological Footprint Meth-
od, for example (Rees, 1992; Wackernagel and Rees, 1996), essentially expresses
human impacts on natural capital as numerators, and then measures them against
ecological limits, or constraints, which we can think of as denominators. Thus,
according to the Global Footprint Network (www.footprintnetwork.org), the cur-
rent human impact on the Earth’s ecology exceeds the planet’s capacity to sup-
port them by at least 23 percent (Global Footprint Network, 2007). Expressed in
the form of a quotient, humanity’s ecological bottom line, therefore, is at least
1.23. 

As we will explain below, any quotient, or score, of greater than 1.0 for an eco-
logical reading is unsustainable, simply because it indicates that impacts are ex-
ceeding the limited, or constrained, capacity of related systems (capital) to with-
stand them. When this happens, capital stocks diminish and ultimately disappear,
taking their flows of valuable goods and services with them. 

More than anything else, perhaps, this simple principle forms the basis of sustain-
ability measurement and reporting in its most literal form (i.e., maintaining the
quality and sufficiency of vital capitals is the most important principle of sustain-
ability). Thus, as we contemplate the extension of measurement principles from
the ecological arena to the social domain, this basic principle must be upheld and
respected in some way. A good start would be to understand the concept of car-
rying capacity that lies behind it.
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3.5.2 The concept of carrying capacity

Earlier we defined capital as a stock of anything that yields a flow of valuable
goods or services into the future. Now we wish to connect the notion of capital
flows with the ecological concept of carrying capacity, so that we can later extend
it to our own notion of anthro capital and to the functioning of the Social Foot-
print Method.

In the ecological literature, carrying capacity is defined as ‘the maximum popula-
tion size that can be supported indefinitely by a given environment’ (Begon et al,
1996, p. 955). In the sustainability literature, however, the term is sometimes
used in an inverted sense (Rees, 1992; Wackernagel and Rees, 1996; Rees,
2003). Instead of referring to the population size that an environment can sup-
port, we can specify an environment size required to support a population. Thus,
we can speak of carrying capacity as a requirement, and not just a de facto condi-
tion.

3.5.2.1  The carrying capacities of capitals

Stocks of capital have carrying capacities, the dimensions of which are deter-
mined by the size and content of their flows. When the scale of human demands
placed on such capitals exceeds the dimensions of their flows, we can say that the
impact of human activity has exceeded the carrying capacities of the capitals in-
volved. Or we could say that the carrying capacity of the capitals involved is in-
sufficient to accommodate or support the impacts of human activities. Either
way, we have a mismatch between the demand for flows and the available sup-
ply. This, in so many words, is one way of defining a state of unsustainability.

In the case of flows available from natural capital, humans are more or less stuck
with their size and type. We can certainly leverage technology to wring increas-
ingly more and more out of the same capital stock over time - and indeed we
have - but the one thing we cannot do is create more natural capital than is al-
ready here on Earth. Nor can we recover or recycle energy already spent. Both of
these principles are fairly well ensconced in the first and second laws of thermo-
dynamics, respectively.
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Anthro capital, on the other hand, has the distinctive feature of being human-
made. Within reasonable (and far reaching) limits, we can always make more of
it if we choose to. For example, we can invest in, and cultivate, individual know-
ledge, skills, and capabilities (human capital); or we can do the same for collec-
tive knowledge and capabilities (social capital); and also for material necessities
(constructed capital). Indeed, to the extent that deficiencies in human well-being
can be attributed to shortages in the supply of anthro capital, we not only have
the ability to take compensatory steps, we very much ought to. Unlike natural
capital, of which we have only limited supplies, we can always increase the car-
rying capacity of anthro capital given the will to do so. In this thesis, we take the
position that that is exactly what humanity ought to do when faced with short-
ages, and that the persistent failure to do so is unsustainable - socially unsustain-
able, that is. Here we rely on a principle of well-being: that well-being is not only
desirable, but that the absence of well-being can lead to other equally undesirable
outcomes, such as civil strife, violent conflict, and political instability.

3.5.2.2  Indicators of human well-being

There are many alternative, if not competing, indicator schemes in existence to-
day for measuring and reporting the state of human well-being at the regional,
national, and global levels. These include composite indicators such as the
Human Development Index (UNDP, 2006a), the UN’s Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs), the UN’s Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) in-
dicators, the World Bank’s World Development Indicators (WDIs), and many
others. Some sources have even gone so far as to combine aspects of multiple in-
dices into meta-indices. Cherchye and Kuosmanen, for example (2006), combine
aspects of 14 well-known indices into a single, synthesized sustainability index.

Separate and apart from the kind of objective indicators discussed above has re-
cently come an entirely new and different class of subjective schemes (McGilli-
vray and Clarke, 2006). Such subjective schemes tend to focus on happiness as
the principal indicator of well-being, including consideration of “cognitive judge-
ments of life satisfaction and effective evaluations of emotions and moods”
(McGillivray and Clarke, 2006, p. 4; see also: Diener, 1984; Argyle, 1987;
Diener and Larsen, 1993; Eid and Diener, 2003). One particularly extensive in-
dex, or database, of subjective happiness, the World Happiness Database (Veen-
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hoven, 2004), contains 2300 surveys from 112 countries, dating from as far back
as 1946 to the present day.

Very shortly we will put forward the proposition that the social sustainability
performance of an organization is a function of the extent to which it meets its
moral obligations to help close gaps in human well-being. This immediately
raises the question of which indicator scheme to rely on as a basis for identifying
such gaps, and also whether or not consensus exists for any one of them as the
best or most preferable one to use. McGillivray and Clarke (2006) comment on
this issue as follows (p. 6):

“Identifying an exhaustive list of [well-being indicators] is no easy task.
Getting general agreement on the list and the relative importance of
each component would appear to be an impossible task. It follows that
identifying an exhaustive list of measures that all could agree on is also
an impossible task.”

Implicit in this statement is the premise that in order to effectively assess the state
of human well-being, consensus is required regarding the metrics or indicators
that should be used to do so. In this thesis, we flatly reject such a claim, and we
do so on epistemological grounds. In effect, the choice of an indicator, or set of
indicators, is a value decision, just as the state of human well-being that ought to
obtain is also a value claim. As we made abundantly clear in Chapter 2 (we
hope), consensus has nothing to do with truth or legitimacy. Rather, the legitima-
cy of a value claim or choice is a function of how well it survives criticism when
pitted against other, competing claims. To invoke consensus as a basis for justify-
ing either a descriptive or evaluational claim is to commit the argumentative fal-
lacy of appeal to authority (Kahane, 1976, p. 7). The authority in this case sim-
ply happens to be the consensus or the majority in a population. 

As we will explain further below, an important early step in measuring the social
sustainability performance of an organization (using the Social Footprint Method
we will propose) is to select a standard of human well-being of some kind, along
with a corresponding metric or indicator. Given the argument above, such a
choice should never be made on the basis of consensus, nor should the attempt to
measure sustainability performance ever be abandoned because of the absence of
consensus. All that is required, instead, is:
 1. an informed choice of one standard of well-being or another,
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2. a willingness to admit the fallibility of making such choices, and
 3. a similar willingness to embrace a better choice in the future as one’s

knowledge improves.

Once we let go of our need for consensus and certainty, the way forward opens
up to us - trial and error can begin. Here, then, we begin to see the powerful in-
fluence of our Popperian, fallibilist epistemology on the business of measuring
and reporting organizational sustainability.

3.5.3 Measuring sustainability with quotients

As earlier noted, it is our contention that sustainability claims and assessments of
the sustainability performance of organizations - and other human social systems,
for that matter - can be represented mathematically in the form of quotients. This
is true, we believe, for sustainability performance of either an ecological or social
kind. The resulting constructs are what we call sustainability quotients. 

3.5.3.1  A binary performance scale

In order to be meaningful, sustainability quotient scores must be plotted on a per-
formance scale of some kind. Various such scales for recording the sustainability
performance of human collectives are at least implicitly found in the literature.
Even the very common use of predicates such as ‘is more sustainable’ or ‘is less
sustainable’ seem to invoke a scale(s) of some kind, along which the sustainabi-
lity performance of a collective can be mapped. Our interest, then, is to make
such scales explicit, and to select or suggest one that will serve our purposes. To
do this, we must first again hearken back to the history of sustainability theory
and practice, in order to discover the various scales that have already been used
or referred to over the years

Faber et al (2005) provide a useful conceptual framework through which we can
view such historical and competing schools of thought. We will use their frame-
work here in our analysis of past and present practices, but will also expand on it
as we offer our own perspective on what sustainability means, and what its prac-
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Figure 3.2   Alternative goal orientations for sustainablity theories
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tical measurement and reporting implications are at an organizational level of
analysis.

According to Faber et al (Ibid.), all sustainability theories or perspectives that in-
volve a concept or notion of sustainability have a goal orientation of some kind.
They define this term as follows: 

Goal Orientation - This aspect of sustainability theories deals with “the point of
reference that is used in determining whether an artifact is sustainable” (Ibid., p.
8). A distinction can be made, accordingly, between absolute versus relative lines
of reasoning. “The absolute approach to sustainability identifies a continuum [or
a scale] with two extremes: non-sustainable and sustainable [at opposite ends]”
(Ibid.). By contrast, a “relative approach starts with the present state of affairs
and identifies existing problems, which people subsequently attempt to solve. It
is an approach of small steps instead of a grand design. In contrast to the absolute
approach, the focus of this relative approach is not the [absolute] good, but the
less worse or the better” (Ibid.).

We propose a new goal orientation, in the Faber et al sense of the term, that we
call the binary orientation. According to the binary orientation, an artifact is sus-
tainable, or not, depending on which side of a demarcation point it falls on a
scale of sustainability performance (see Figure 3.2). Thus, the binary conception
of sustainability is, in a sense, a variant of the absolute goal orientation, in that it
is completely anti-relativistic. According to the binary orientation, an artifact is
either wholly sustainable or not - there is no in-between. Instead, there are only
higher or lower scores for sustainability performance, some of which fall on the
Sustainable side of a line, and others of which fall on the Unsustainable side. 
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While similar to the absolute orientation, the binary orientation differs from it in
one important way: it rejects the notion that an artifact can be more or less
sustainable without being entirely one or the other in the first instance (Sustain-
able or Unsustainable). In our view, the absolute orientation may at least impli-
citly suggest and encourage the opposite more or less, or relativistic, interpreta-
tion of sustainability, given the territory that lies in between its Sustainable pole
at one end and its Unsustainable pole at the other. Presumably, the closer an arti-
fact is to the Sustainable pole, the more sustainable it is, and vice versa. The bi-
nary orientation has no such ambiguity.

Let us take our binary theory to the next level, then, and endeavor to explain how
a pattern of behavior can come to occupy one side of a demarcation point or an-
other on the kind of sustainability performance scale we have in mind. To do this,
we must first explain the concept of sustainability performance and how it differs
in the ecological and social contexts, respectively. We start with the ecological
context.

3.5.3.2  Measuring ecological sustainability  performance

To compute sustainability quotients, we must be able to quantify human impacts
on vital capitals, both as they are and as they ought to be. This is perhaps most
easily accomplished in the ecological domain where physical conditions prevail.
In the ecological context, denominators in sustainability quotients represent eco-
logical limits or constraints, which if exceeded by the effects of human activity
(quantified in the numerator) should be seen as indicative of unsustainable per-
formance. Here we are talking about impacts on natural capital, and so it may be
helpful to think of such impacts as involving consumption, or rates of consump-
tion (of the flows, if not stocks, of natural resources), in particular. 

Notice, as well, that our concept of ecological sustainability quotients makes it
possible to operationalize Daly’s three principles (1990) in a systematic way. In
effect, when we do this, we see that there are three sub-types of ecological sus-
tainability quotients to work with:

1. one that deals with renewable resources,
2. one that deals with non-renewable resources, and
3. another that deals with wastes.
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Figure 3.3   Sustainability quotients for ecological impacts
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To be even more specific, the value given to a quantity expressed in the denom-
inator of our quotients should consist of some level or degree of natural resource
flows that can be allocated, in principle, to a human collective. Later on we will
show how this can be done in an organizational context, where the choice made
about the allocation to a business can be thought of as a not-to-exceed limit, the
size of which is determined by the number of employees who work for the organ-
ization. At base, then, the denominator consists of a normative proposition
regarding how much of the Earth’s natural resources or services an organization
is entitled to consume in a given period of time. Thus, it is an ought statement -
albeit one which is always tied to a need to constrain the consumption of carrying
capacity in natural capital (i.e., beneficial flows of ecological goods and services
as required by a population) at specific levels.

The numerator, for its part, is an is statement. It is an expression of what an or-
ganization’s impacts on the carrying capacity of natural capital has actually been
during the same period. When we combine the two elements of such (ecological)
quotients, we can compute the resulting scores (see Figure 3.3). 

In the case of ecological sustainability quotients, the following rules for inter-
preting such scores are then applied (i.e., except in cases where the use of proxies
may suggest otherwise, as explained in Chapters 4 and 5): 

For scores of ≤ 1, related behaviors are Sustainable
For scores of >1, related behaviors are Unsustainable

Before moving on to our discussion of societal quotients, we want to acknow-
ledge here that our ecological quotients are substantially consistent with the
structure and form of the Ecological Footprint Method (EFM) (Rees, 1992;
Wackernagel and Rees, 1996). While perhaps not expressed as quotients, per se,
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Figure 3.4   Sustainability quotients for social impacts
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the calculations made when using the EFM arguably do reduce to quotients. On
the other hand, the EFM relies on proxy units of measurement for expressing the
values contained in its numerators and denominators (i.e., biologically productive
land, or hectares), whereas our (ecological) quotients are more literal. In any
case, as we have already noted, it is not our intent to put forward a competing ap-
proach to the EFM. Rather, we have taken inspiration from it and are attempting
to put forward:

1. a more generalized conception of sustainability measurement and report-
ing, and

2. a new and complementary approach for computing the social sustainabili-
ty performance of human collectives.

Let us now turn our attention to precisely that.

3.5.3.3  Measuring social sustainability performance

Above we explained that denominators in ecological sustainability quotients con-
sist of normative propositions about how much carrying capacity of natural capi-
tal an organization is entitled to consume. Numerators, in turn, consist of state-
ments about how much natural capital an organization has actually consumed,
and the resulting quotient scores are then computed, accordingly.

In the case of social sustainability quotients, the logic of things reverses. Rather
than think of and express sustainability performance in terms of consumption, we
speak instead in terms of production (see Figure 3.4). 

This is due to the fact that in the case of social sustainability performance, we are
dealing with anthro capital, not natural capital; and since anthro capital is human-
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made, there are no naturally imposed limits to its supply, other than human time
on Earth available to produce and maintain it. In almost all cases where defi-
ciencies exist in the amount of anthro capital needed to ensure human well-being,
people generally have the option to simply create more of it.

Thus, the standard of performance in the case of anthro capital is not a not-to-
exceed one; rather, it is a not-to-fall-below one. Whereas duties in the case of na-
tural capital, then, are about shares to be consumed, in the case of anthro capital,
they are about shares to be produced and/or maintained. In the social case, there-
fore, norms are expressed in terms of what is needed to ensure beneficial flows of
anthro capital goods and services to a defined population, at whatever levels are
required to ensure basic human well-being. Solving problems associated with
ecological and social unsustainability therefore reduces to a need to either lower
the demand for, or increase the supply of, vital capitals, respectively.

Here we acknowledge the moral and ethical implications of our stance, namely
that the well-being of all humans is desirable, and that people have an obligation
to contribute to ensuring the well-being of one another. Indeed, we think that in
the absence of such an obligation, there would be no concept of social sustainabi-
lity, nor any need for it, since sustainability always entails the measurement of
performance (expressed by numerators in our quotients) against standards or
norms of performance (expressed by denominators in our quotients). To be sus-
tainable is to live up to a particular kind of moral responsibility, a kind that
places value in human well-being and the production and/or maintenance of re-
lated vital capitals.
 
To go one step further, while there are two basic variants of sustainability quo-
tients (ecological and societal), we think we can represent the idea in a more ab-
stract, generic form. In so doing, we can interpret the concept of sustainability
performance as follows:

Sustainability performance (S) is the quotient of actual human impacts
on the carrying capacities of vital capitals (A), over normative human
impacts on the carrying capacities of the same capitals (N) (see Figure
3.5).

In all cases, in order to be sustainable, the effects of human impacts on vital cap-
itals must not diminish the quality or sufficiency of their carrying capacities, as
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Figure 3.5   The sustainabilty quotient

S = A/N

where:

S = sustainabilty performance*
A = net actual impacts on the carrying capacities of vital capitals
N = net normative impacts on the carrying capacities of vital capitals

* for ecological quotients: S scores of ≤ 1 are sustainable, > 1 are unsustainable;
for societal quotients: S scores of ≥ 1 are sustainable, < 1 are unsustainable

required to meet human (and non-human, in some cases) needs for basic well-
being. Furthermore, with regard to impacts on anthro capital, such impacts might
also involve the need to produce capital in cases where:

1. it is insufficient to meet human needs, or
2. an organization or collective has a demonstrable share of the duty, or ob-

ligation, to produce and/or maintain related stocks.

3.6 THE PHILOSOPHY OF SUSTAINABILITY

Thus far in this chapter we have concerned ourselves mainly with the intellectual
history of sustainability theory and practice, and with our own views on how to
think of, and express, sustainability performance in terms of quotients. Now we
want to go deeper into the content of such quotients, starting with an evaluation
of the kind of normative assertions they make, using the concepts we presented in
Chapter 2. This will help lay the foundation for our epistemological theory of
sustainability, the full substance of which we will present in Section 3.7 below. 

3.6.1 Value theory and sustainability

It is our contention that sustainability claims, or claims about sustainability per-
formance, are primarily about values. While it is true that they also comprise as-
sertions about factual states of affairs (i.e., regarding the actual impacts of human
activities), all sustainability claims or statements are ultimately grounded in
views about the way the world ought to be. To say that a pattern of behavior,
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such as the operations of a company, are sustainable is to say that such activities
do not conflict with norms or standards of performance for how such operations
ought to be. The entire matter, then, invariably turns on the question of what
one’s standards of performance are, and whether or not they have been met. That
said, it should be clear that standards of performance are fundamentally and ut-
terly normative in content.

The social science of sustainability, then, is the study of human impacts on vital
capitals, and of whether or not such impacts conform to related standards of per-
formance. The nature and origin of such standards are therefore of great interest
to us, as is the very choice of sustainability, itself, as something we ought to
focus on. There are two normative sides to the subject, then: one regarding the
very choice of sustainability, the science, as something we ought to be concerned
with; and a second involving the particular standards of performance that ought
to be used when making sustainability performance determinations. 

Following from the above, we can see that sustainability routinely makes, and
relies upon, value claims, not just in the sufficiency of evidence and so forth, but
in the substance of what it aims for (i.e., the target states it relies on as standards
for human performance). Indeed, every time a sustainability determination is
made by a sustainability practitioner, underlying value claims are invoked with
regard to both the importance of sustainable practice in the conduct of human af-
fairs, and the specific standards of performance being applied at the time. Let us
consider this claim, then, in the context of the ecological and social domains so
characteristic of sustainability measurement and reporting.

First, the ecological context. When we say that the consumption of a limited na-
tural resource is unsustainable, we generally mean that if the related pattern of
activity, or consumption, were to continue, the natural capital resource involved
would disappear. But this, by itself, is not enough to warrant that the pattern in-
volved should be discontinued. The disappearance of a natural resource is simply
a factual state of affairs. Instead, it is the undesirability of the fact that leads us to
devalue the behavior that produces it, whether it be rooted in intrinsic values or
extrinsic values. In either case, the result is the same: the science of sustainability
normatively exhorts humans to decrease their consumption of related (natural)
capital.
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Next, the social context. Here we have the same kind of thing going on. When we
say that a pattern of behavior is socially unsustainable, we generally mean that if
it were to continue, certain anthro capital conditions on Earth would either re-
main at present levels, or weaken. But this, again, is not by itself enough to war-
rant that the behavioral patterns involved should be discontinued; levels of anthro
capital, be they high, low, or otherwise, are simply factual states of affairs.
Rather, it is the undesirability of deficient levels of anthro capital that leads us to
devalue the behavior that produces them, whether it be rooted in intrinsic values
or extrinsic values. In either case, the result is the same: the science of sustainabi-
lity normatively exhorts humans to increase their production of related (anthro)
capital.

It should be clear, then, that statements or claims regarding the sustainability of
human activities are shot through with values and normative propositions. There
are always factual or descriptive states of affairs involved, but it is the undesira-
bility or unfitness of certain facts that causes us to interpret the term unsustain-
able in the way that we do. Thus, to label an activity as unsustainable is to more
or less condemn it as undesirable, unwanted, and not to be continued. In short, it
is to make a value claim.

3.6.2 Moral responsibility theories and sustainability

The very idea that an organization, or more specifically its employees, can have
social responsibilities raises many basic questions of moral philosophy, and the
ethical framework that an organization can, or should, abide by. Our own view,
for example, is that only people can bear moral responsibilities. Corporations, per
se, as abstract, inanimate inventions of ours, cannot be held morally responsible
for anything, notwithstanding the veritable personhood granted to them by
governments and the courts in commerce. Indeed, only humans can act as moral
agents, and make choices between right and wrong. Later on, the full value and
implications of this perspective will become clear, as we show how the size of an
organization’s population can lead conveniently to a means for allocating eco-
logical entitlements and social duties, as well as to various per capita metrics use-
ful for doing sustainability measurement and reporting.
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Still, to say that the moral accountability for corporate actions should rest with
employees is not to specify a particular moral philosophy or framework of ethics.
Rather, it is to beg the question. In the remainder of this section, then, we want to
highlight and discuss a few such alternative philosophies, mostly with regard to
human and organizational impacts on anthro capital. In cases where the philo-
sophies we discuss coincide with our own views, we will acknowledge them as
such, and will explain how they have impacted our thinking. Here it should be
clear, however, that while we have, indeed, made several conceptual and theoreti-
cal commitments in the development of our thesis, many, if not most, of the
moral choices required to measure and report organizational sustainability have
been left open for others to make for themselves. And when they do, corre-
sponding standards of performance will issue accordingly, thereby providing
practitioners with precisely the kind of context they need to do meaningful sus-
tainability measurement and reporting.

3.6.2.1  Complicity and collective guilt

The concept we wish to highlight here - and which we ourselves have embraced
in this thesis - is complicity: the idea that individuals can be, and are, personally
responsible for actions taken by the collectives of which they are a part, regard-
less of the extent of the roles they play as individual actors in their groups’ be-
haviors (Kutz, 2000; Branscombe and Doosje, 2004). Kutz (2000), in particular,
proposes a Complicity Principle as follows (p. 122):

“The Complicity Principle: (Basis) I am accountable for what others do
when I intentionally participate in the wrong they do or harm they
cause. (Object) I am accountable for the harm or wrong we do together,
independently of the actual difference I make.”

For our part, we fully embrace Kutz’s complicity principle. We are particularly
drawn to the means he proposes for attaching individual accountability to the
consequences of joint acts, in cases where individuals are, in fact, voluntarily in-
volved in the performance of such acts. Like ourselves, Kutz sees individuals as
the logical loci of moral responsibility. He argues as follows (2000, p. 7):
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“Because individuals are the ultimate loci of normative motivation and
deliberation, only forms of accountability aimed at and sensitive to
what individuals do can succeed in controlling the emergence of collec-
tive harms. The oughts of morality and politics must apply to me. The
trick lies, then, not in modifying the fundamental bearer of accountabi-
lity, but in expanding the scope of individual accountability by in-
cluding an assessment of what an individual does with others.”

Here we wish to add that while most of what Kutz and others speak of in the con-
text of collective guilt and complicity theory pertains to the consequences of ac-
tion, we can also extend the notion to cases in which failures to act are involved.
Thus, not only do individuals have moral accountability for the roles they play in
collective action, so too do they have moral accountability for the roles they fail
to play in collective inaction, in cases where such actions ought to have been
taken. Kutz alludes to this side of his moral philosophy as follows (2000):

“Grave harms occur because of what large numbers of people do or fail
to do” (p. 6).
.....

 “...intentional participation in a group’s activities is the primary basis
for normative evaluation, both when agents contribute to collective
harms, and when they fail to contribute to collective goods” (p. 67).

Let us be clear, then, that the employee-centric moral philosophy upon which our
thesis is based places just as much emphasis on the moral consequences of not
taking actions that ought to have been taken, as it does on taking actions that
should or should not have been taken.

3.6.2.2  Kant’s Categorical Imperative

Another very important figure in the field of ethics and moral philosophy is, of
course, Immanuel Kant. Here we refer, in particular, to Kant’s notion of the Cate-
gorical Imperative (CI) (Kant, 2005[1785]), which he regarded as a ‘supreme
principle of morality’ (Ibid., p. 53). The issue for us is whether or not Kant’s CI
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could be a source of normative performance in business, insofar as organizational
impacts on vital forms of capital is concerned. 

Here we agree with Kutz (2000, pp. 132-138), in part, who roundly rejects the CI
as a basis for accountability in group settings, precisely because of Kant’s failure
to take joint acts, complicity, and collective harms into account. Still, there are
parts of the CI that play an important role in our thesis. The first, or root, formu-
lation of the CI, known as the formula of universal law, for example, asserts that
one’s maxims should conform to the idea of a universal law (Denis, 2005, p. 22).
Kant states this as follows (Kant, 2005[1785], p. 81):

“There is therefore but one categorical imperative, namely, this: Act on-
ly on that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it become
a universal law.”

With respect to our own thesis, there is much about Kant’s moral philosophy and
the CI itself with which we agree. Indeed, his reliance upon the notion of holding
maxims subject to a test of universalizability, in particular, is central to our
approach. On the other hand, his failure to explicitly recognize the special nature
of joint acts, and to take marginal individual contributions to them and their out-
comes into account is problematic. Here we agree with Kutz that Kant’s moral
philosophy is overly individualistic, and even, in a sense, solipsistic (Kutz, 2000,
pp. 4-5). By adding Kutz to Kant, however, the problem is solved.

3.6.2.3  Rawls’s theory of justice

Bruce Russett, a Professor of International Relations at Yale University, once
wrote (1964, p. 442):

“Remove the secondary causes that have produced the great convul-
sions of the world and you will almost always find the principle of in-
equality at the bottom. Either the poor have attempted to plunder the
rich, or the rich to enslave the poor. If, then, a state of society can ever
be founded in which every man shall have something to keep and little
to take from others, much will have been done for the peace of the
world.”



Sustainability theory and practice 119

This is just the sort of task that Rawls (1999[1971]) took up for himself in the
name of justice only a few short years after Russett wrote those words. In his pro-
digious work, A Theory of Justice (Ibid.), Rawls defined his subject as “the way
in which the major social institutions distribute [or ought to distribute] funda-
mental rights and duties and determine the division of advantages from social
cooperation” (Ibid., p. 6). Like Russett, Rawls was concerned with the problem
of inequality within humanity, and saw justice as the solution. Thus, he wrote
(Ibid., p. 7):

“It is these inequalities, presumably inevitable in the basic structure of
any society, to which the principles of social justice must in the first in-
stance apply.”

Rawls approaches his subject from the perspective of social contract theory (see,
for example, Hobbes, 1909[1651]; Locke, 1952[1689]; and Rousseau, 1927
[1762]), an approach we find attractive because of its normative sensibilities.
Indeed, it is the concept of a social contract between an organization and society
that can serve as a basis for, and source of, precisely the kinds of duties and
obligations we have in mind for the denominators of our sustainability quotients
(see Figure 3.5).

Rawls’s conception of the social contract, however, is by no means specific to or-
ganizations. For him, the contract is one that should exist between all individuals
in society. In order to derive a corresponding set of norms, Rawls imagines what
he calls the “original position” (1999[1971], p. 10), a purely hypothetical situa-
tion between individuals in society in which basic principles of justice are pro-
posed. From this position, Rawls asserts his two main principles of justice: the
liberty principle and the difference principle. Here they are, respectively (Ibid., p.
266):

“First principle
Each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive total system
of equal basic liberties compatible with a similar system of liberty for
all.
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Second principle
Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are
both:

- to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged, consistent with
the just savings principle, and

- a less than equal liberty must be acceptable to those with the
lesser liberty.”

The purpose of the first principle is to “define and secure the equal basic liber-
ties” of individuals in society; while the purpose of the second principle is to
govern, or regulate, the range of differences in equality of income, wealth, au-
thority, and responsibility amongst individuals in a society that its members
should regard as acceptable (Ibid., p. 53). Rawls’s second principle also makes
reference to a so-called “just savings principle”, a moral standard, perhaps, for
exactly the kind of inter-generational equity called for in the Brundtland Com-
mission’s definition of sustainable development (WCED, 1987, p. 8).

Finally, Rawls extends his ideas to institutions, as well, since after all, human so-
cial institutions are created (albeit jointly) by individuals, and are no less in-
habited (and complicitly controlled) by them. So, too, for our commercial institu-
tions. Thus, whatever social contracts we may have (or ought to have) between
ourselves in a general sense arguably apply just as much inside the workplace as
outside. This, in fact, may be the most powerful and legitimate argument for why
organizations ought to think in terms of triple bottom line performance, and
where their associated duties and obligations actually come from.

3.7 SUMMARY: AN EPISTEMOLOGICAL THEORY OF SUSTAIN-
ABILITY

In this chapter, we have put forward an epistemological theory of sustainability -
a view of sustainability as a quality, or property, of things that is merely alleged,
or asserted, in the form of knowledge claims. The particular things of interest to
us, of course, are organizations and their activities, the latter of which can be
claimed to be either sustainable or unsustainable, insofar as their impacts on vital
capitals are concerned. Thus, to refer to an organization’s activities as sustainable
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or not is to simply make a knowledge claim regarding their impacts on such cap-
itals - no more, no less.

Inherent in the making of sustainability claims is always a measurement of per-
formance relative to some standard of performance, the former of which is a de-
scriptive claim, the latter of which is a normative claim, and either of which may
be correct or incorrect. We have suggested that such claims can be arranged in
the form of sustainability quotients, with numerators representing actual perfor-
mance, and denominators representing normative performance. Given a binary
performance scale for plotting related outcomes, the possibility of quantitatively
measuring and scoring organizational sustainability comes rushing into view.

Our epistemological account continued with an embrace of fallibilism, and our
rejection of truth with certainty as a possibility in human experience. Truth as
correspondence is only a regulative ideal for us, a directional beacon that pulls us
one way and not another with the aid of related theories of evaluation, such as
Popper’s Critical Rationalism or Firestone’s fair critical comparison theory.
Thus, our only requirement for building the kind of sustainability quotients we
have in mind is that we be equipped with normative and descriptive knowledge
claims that have survived our tests and evaluations (i.e., through knowledge
claim evaluation). Neither certainty nor consensus of opinion is required in order
to make headway in the management and social science of sustainability.

Importantly, we completed our epistemological theory by roundly rejecting the
relativistic view of values and norms, while embracing Hall’s value theory of
legitimacy, and the notion that there can be correspondence between value claims
and the way the world ought to be; not just between fact claims and the way the
world is. When taken together, these insights provide us with a robust design
specification for a sustainability measurement model that can be used to assess
the sustainability performance of organizations, in terms of a wide range of social
and ecological conditions in the world. Indeed, if, as we claim, sustainability
entails the study of performance against standards of performance, no such as-
sessment can intelligently proceed without a solid grounding in epistemological
theory, upon which claims about facts versus values can be made in a systematic
way. By willfully embracing the kind of realist and fallibilist epistemology we
describe above, the result, for us, is a methodology for assessing the social sus-
tainability performance of organizations that we call the Social Footprint Meth-
od. 
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It should also be clear that in this chapter, we were able to address several of our
research questions, especially those related to existing sustainability tools and
methods, and the extent to which they:

1. actually measure and report sustainability performance in a literal (i.e.,
context-based) way,

2. can be reduced to the key principles that lie behind them, and
3. include social sustainability performance in their scope.

In general, we found that most leading tools and methods, such as GRI, do not
measure the sustainability performance of organizations in any sort of literal way,
and that only the Ecological Footprint Method (EFM) does. The EFM ,however,
is limited to measuring human impacts on natural capital. No similarly literal
tools or methods exist for measuring such impacts on anthro capital.

Accordingly, then, let us now turn our attention to the introduction of the Social
Footprint Method in Chapter 4, where we will see how the epistemological the-
ory of sustainability described in this chapter can be operationalized into a meas-
urement model, and procedure, for measuring the social sustainability perfor-
mance of organizations.




