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Welcome to lecture 5 of Topic 1.10.  In this lecture we explore measuring 
sustainability



There are a range of methods used for measuring sustainable development, 
which include measures that:
Assess the environmental, social and economic pillars of sustainable 
development separately, and
Measures that attempt to combine the environmental, social and economic 
dimensions of sustainable development
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The practice of assessing the environmental, social and economic 
components of sustainable development separately does not support the key 
sustainable development principle of ‘integrating the environmental, social 
and economic aspects of sustainable development in decision making’.

The key sustainable development principle of ‘integrating the environmental, 
social and economic aspects of sustainable development in decision making’ 
recognises that breaking down sustainable development into its component 
parts and studying the component parts separately will not help us to 
understand the relationships between the three pillars: environmental, social 
and economic.

We will look at two examples of measuring sustainability – one that assesses 
the environmental, social and economic pillars of sustainable development 
separately, and one that attempt to combine the environmental, social and 
economic dimensions of sustainable development.
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Triple bottom line reporting is an example of a sustainable development 
measurement system that usually assesses environmental, social and 
economic factors separately.  
The objective of triple bottom line reporting is for businesses to focus not only 
on their economic performance but also on the environmental and social 
aspects of their activities.
A business undertaking triple bottom line reporting generally undertakes the 
following steps:
Separates the concept of sustainable development into its environmental, 
social and economic components
Determines a set of focus areas for each of the separate components of 
sustainable development
Decides on a set of performance indicators that can be used to measure 
results in each of the focus area
Measures each of the performance indicators separately, and
Reports on the data collected for each of the performance indicators
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An example of a sustainability measurement system that supports the 
integration principle for sustainable development is the ecological footprint.

The ecological footprint integrates the environmental, economic and social 
dimensions of sustainable development by measuring the amount of land and 
water a community requires (environmental dimension) to produce all the 
resources it consumes and to absorb its waste (economic dimension), in order 
to support the social conditions in which its citizens live and work (social 
dimensions).

This map on the Global Footprint Network’s website highlights the ecological 
footprint of countries around the world based on 2013 data.  It shows how 
many global hectares each person requires in a country to support their 
lifestyle.  The available capacity on the planet is 1.8 global hectares per 
person.  A global hectare is approximately the size of a soccer field.
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The map is interactive – if we click on a country more information is 
highlighted.  For example if we click on Australia this pop up window is shown.  
This window shows that based on 2013 data the people living in Australia 
require 8.8 global hectares per person to support their lifestyle.  This is of 
significant concern given that the available capacity on the planet is only 1.8 
global hectares per person.  
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The image on this slide is also from the global footprint network website but it 
is based on 2017 data.  This image highlights that if everyone in the world 
lived like people in Australia we would need 5.2 earths to sustain them.

7



The Global Footprint Network also has the Ecological Footprint calculator for 
individuals which you can use to determine your ecological footprint – how 
many planets do we need if everybody lives like you.
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