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Guide to using these sustainability definitions: 
 
To use these definitions for a workshop, we printed each of the following nine definition in Times New Roman (TNR) 40, with its reference 
in TNR 18. We attached these to large pieces of paper spread around the work area. Definitions came from publications, a doctoral 
dissertation, reports, books and websites. We aimed to have a variety of views, and also to show some local examples, created by people at 
our own institution. 
 
On the space below each definition, we asked participants to identify the embedded values, assumptions and foci, present or future. 
Following this activity, we invited participants to create their own definition of sustainability, using the SEI_Sustainability Literacy Chart we 
gave them to think about potential elements. These self-created definitions had a variety of applications, including to help them to design or 
fine-tune a course, or an activity or assignment within one; to post to their website biography and/or as part of their teaching philosophy 
statement; and to help them brainstorm for resources they wished to explore after the workshop as they worked on their Sustainability 
Education Plan (SEP).  
 
Definitions and references: 
 
[To meet] the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. 
 
United Nations General Assembly. 1987. Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development: Our Common Future. 
Transmitted to the General Assembly as an Annex to document A/42/427 - Development and International Co-operation: Environment.  
Available: http://www.un-documents.net/wced-ocf.htm 
 
 
To earn the respect of future generations for the ecological, social and economic legacy we create. 
 
Sustainability Office. Vision Statement. University of British Columbia. Available: www.sustain.ubc.ca 
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Sustainability is a concept, a goal, and a strategy. The concept speaks to the reconciliation of social justice, ecological integrity and the well 
being of all living systems on the planet. The goal is to create an ecologically and socially just world within the means of nature without 
compromising future generations. Sustainability also refers to the process or strategy of moving towards a sustainable future. 
 
Moore, J. 2004. Recreating the University from within: Sustainability and Transformation in Higher Education. Doctoral Dissertation. 
Department of Curriculum Studies, Faculty of Education, University of British Columbia. 
 
 
Sustainability entails maintenance of: (1) a sustainable scale of the economy relative to its ecological life support system; (2) a fair 
distribution of resources and opportunities between present and future generations, as well as between agents in the current generation; and 
(3) an efficient allocation of resources that adequately accounts for natural capital. 
 
Costanza, R. 1994. Three general policies to achieve sustainability. In: Jansson, A., Hammer, M., Folke, C., Costanza, R. (Eds.), Investing in 
Natural Capital. Island Press, Washington, DC, Ch. 21. 
 
  
For the concept [of sustainability] to be viable, sustainability must address our material, as well as our non-material needs; both are essential. 
Realizing this imperative has also compelled me to recognize that, as much as the world we live in is empirical, it is spiritual. Ecological 
sustainability is as much about our spiritual life as it is about our biophysical survival. 
 
Lertzman, D. A. 2002. Rediscovering rites of passage: education, transformation, and the transition to sustainability. Conservation Ecology 
5(2): 30. 
 
 
Sustainability is the [emerging] doctrine that economic growth and development must take place, and be maintained over time, within the 
limits set by ecology in the broadest sense - by the interrelations of human beings and their works, the biosphere and the physical and 
chemical laws that govern it ... It follows that environmental protection and economic development are complementary rather than 
antagonistic processes. 
 
Ruckelshaus, W. D. 1989. Toward a Sustainable World. Scientific American 261(3): 166-174. 
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The word sustainable has roots in the Latin subtenir, meaning 'to hold up' or 'to support from below.' A community must be supported from 
below - by its inhabitants, present and future. Certain places, through the peculiar combination of physical, cultural, and, perhaps, spiritual 
characteristics, inspire people to care for their community. These are the places where sustainability has the best chance of taking hold. 
 
Martin, M. 1995. Chestnut Hill -- A Sustainable Community Profile [Roots], Places: 9(3).  
Available: http://repositories.cdlib.org/ced/places/vol9/iss3/MuscoeMartin 
  
 
Sustainability means doing things better – not doing without…quite simply, sustainability means living within the earth’s limits. If we want 
the next generation of Canadians to have the same opportunities that we have had, we have to start changing now. That means including the 
social and environmental costs of our actions in all of our decision-making processes. It means focusing on the creation of genuine wealth, 
like health, education and the state of our environment, rather than the accumulation of more stuff. It means moving from being wasteful and 
complacent, to being efficient, modern and thoughtful. 
 
Suzuki, D. 2004. Foreword, excerpts. In: Boyd., D.R. Sustainability within a Generation: A New Vision for Canada. The David Suzuki 
Foundation. 
 
 
Sustainability is living abundantly by meeting basic needs while defending and nurturing the health of bioregional cultures and the life-
support systems of planet Earth.  
 
Grimm, K. (2009, in prep.) What is Sustainability? 
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