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How do we measure
sustainability?

At present measures of sustainability tend to be a combination of economic, 

environmental and social indicators and to have different levels of application, 

from supra-national, national, regional and even individual.

www.ecosalt.org

Sustainable development issues are present in the political agenda of virtually every country in the world, in a commitment 
of integrating economic welfare, environmental quality and social fairness. There is a strong need, from governments 
and industry alike, for comprehensive assessment of changes in economic, environmental and social conditions. 
Sustainable development indicators measure the progress towards sustainability.

The importance of sustainability indicators has been recognized in the early 90’s. In chapter 40 of Agenda 21, the action 
plan adopted in 1992 at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, there is 
a call on countries, as well as international, governmental and non-governmental organizations, to create indicators of 
sustainable development that can provide a solid basis for decision-making at all levels.

Since then a myriad of indicators have been developed. Sustainability indicators can have different levels of application, 
from supra-national to national, regional, or even individual. 
Some of the most popular sustainability indicators presently used are: The Ecological Footprint (EF); Living Planet 
Index (LPI); City Development Index (CDI); Human Development Index (HDI); Environmental Sustainability Index (ESI); 
Environmental Vulnerability Index (EVI); Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare/Genuine Progress Index (ISEW/GPI); 
Environmental Adjusted Domestic Progress (EDP). 

To harmonize the structure and information present in indicators and to facilitate their interpretation, frameworks were 
developed. The World Bank refers three main frameworks: A project-based framework; Driving Forces-Pressure-State-
Impact-response framework (DPSIR framework); A framework based on environmental (or sustainable development) 
themes.

Although these frameworks might help the user in selecting indicators, the truth is that there is no universal criterion for 
choosing them. What the user might follow is a set of criteria that will show the more appropriate and effective indica-
tors to use. These criteria are: direct relevance to objectives, direct relevance to the target group, clarity in design, high 

quality and reliability and appropriate spatial and temporal scale.
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How do we measure sustainability?

Sustainable development issues are present in the political agenda of virtually every country in the world, in 
a commitment of integrating economic welfare, environmental quality and social fairness. There is a strong 
need, from governments and industry alike, for comprehensive assessment of changes in the above men-
tioned levels. 

Sustainable development indicators measure the progress towards sustainability. In fact, indicators perform 
many functions. They can lead to better decisions and more effective actions by simplifying, clarifying and 
making aggregated information available to decision makers. They can help incorporate physical and 
social science knowledge into decision-making, and they can help measure and calibrate progress 
toward sustainable development goals. They are also useful tools to communicate ideas, thoughts and 
values.

The importance of sustainability indicators has been recognized in the early 90’s. In chapter 40 of Agenda 
21, the action plan adopted in 1992 at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in 
Rio de Janeiro, there is a call on countries, as well as international, governmental and non-governmental 
organizations, to create indicators of sustainable development that can provide a solid basis for decision-
making at all levels.

Since then a myriad of indicators have been developed. Sustainability indicators can have different levels of 
application, from supra-national to national, regional, or even individual. 

Some of the most popular sustainability indicators presently used are:
 

The Ecological Footprint (EF), •	
Living Planet Index (LPI), •	
City Development Index (CDI), •	
Human Development Index (HDI), •	
Environmental Sustainability Index (ESI), •	
Environmental Vulnerability Index (EVI), •	
Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare/Genuine Progress Index (ISEW/GPI)•	
Environmental Adjusted Domestic Progress (EDP) •	

To harmonize the structure and information present in indicators and to facilitate their interpretation, 
frameworks were developed. The World Bank refers three main frameworks:

1. A project-based framework (also referred to as the Input-Output-Outcome-Impact framework), which 
is used in the monitoring of the effectiveness of projects whose objective it is to improve the state of the 
environment.
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2. A framework developed by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) for 
national, regional and international level analyses. The first version of this framework is called the Pressure-
State-Response (PSR) framework, but has since then been developed in three different directions: 

the first variation replaces the pressure indicator category with a category of driving force indicators • 
(creating a DSR framework),
the second variation adds a category of impact indicators, transforming it into a Pressure-State-• 
Impact-response (PSIR) framework, 
the last version includes all five indicator categories creating a DPSIR framework. • 

Figure 2 – The project based-framework.
Adapted from: World Bank, 2002.
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Figure 3 – The DPSIR framework.
Adapted from: World Bank, 2002.

3. A framework based on environmental (or sustainable development) themes. This is United Nations 
Commission on Sustainable Development’s (UNCSD) framework. Indicators are organized according to 
major areas, themes and sub-themes. This type of framework facilitates the identification of core issues for 
sustainability. 
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Major areas Themes  Sub-themes

Social Equity Poverty

Gender equality

Health Nutrition status

Mortality

Sanitation

Drinking water 

Healthcare delivery

Education Education level 

Literacy

Housing Living conditions 

Security Crime

Population Population change 

Environmental Atmosphere Climate change 

Ozone layer depletion 

Air quality

Land Agriculture 

Forests 

Desertification 

Urbanization 

Ocean, seas and coasts  Coastal zone 

Fisheries 

Fresh- water  Water quantity  

Water quality

Biodiversity  Ecosystem 

Species 

Economic Economic structure  Economic performance  

Trade

Financial status 

Consumption and production patterns Material consumption 

Energy use

Waste generation and management 

Transportation 

Institutional Institutional framework Strategic implementation of sustainable development 

International cooperation 

Institutional capacity Information access

Communication infrastructure

Science and technology 

Disaster preparedness and response 

Table 1 – Major areas, themes, and sub-themes from the UNCSD initiative. 
Adapted from: World Bank, 2002. 
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Although these frameworks might help the user in selecting indicators, the truth is that there is no universal 
criterion for choosing them. What the user might follow is a set of criteria that will show the more appropriate 
and effective indicators to use. These criteria are:

Direct relevance to objectives.•	  The indicator selection must be closely linked to the environmental 
problems being addressed. It is therefore important that the problem to be addressed in well 
defined. 

Direct relevance to the target group.•	  Different target groups could have different needs and 
uses for the information provided by the indicators. To carefully consider who the target group 
consists of is therefore central. 

Clarity in design. •	 It is important that the selected indicators are defined clearly in order to avoid 
confusion in their development or interpretation. Clarity can mean different things for different 
groups of people – whether the indicator needs to be scientifically very solid, or rather be very 
communicable is therefore something to consider. Who the audience of the indicators is central 
for these selection criteria.

High quality and reliability. Indicators,•	  and the information they provide, are only as good as 
the data from which they are derived. 

Appropriate spatial and temporal scale.•	  Careful thought should be given to the appropriate 
spatial and temporal scale of indicators. Since the environmental impact of activities seldom 
coincides with administrative boundaries, indicators often need to be measured on different 
scales. There might also be lags in time before project effects are felt.
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