
Sustainability 
at a glance

There is no single definition of 
sustainability.

Sustainability involves recogniz-
ing the interdependence and 
complexity of systems.

Sustainability is not just about 
being green; it has social and eco-
nomic dimensions as well.

Sustainability is a process and de-
pends on both local and global 
contexts.

Sustainability at McGill concerns 
itself with how we educate and 
conduct research, connect and 
communicate, and operate and 
govern ourselves.

“Sustainability is an emergent 
property of a conversation about 
the world we want to live in that’s 
informed by some understand-
ing of ecological, social, and eco-
nomic consequences of our ac-
tions”

John Robinson, University of British 
Columbia (Associate
Provost, Sustainability)

The Beginnings
In October of 1987, Our Common Future, also known as the Brundtland Report, was 
published by the World Commission on Environment and Development, and the term 
sustainable development was officially defined as:  “development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs.” 

Since this influential beginning, sustainability has expanded into a vibrant and interdis-
ciplinary dialogue on environmental, social, and economic wellbeing.  Contemporary 
understandings of sustainability involve recognizing the interdependence and com-
plexity of systems, and as such they allow us to address multifaceted problems – such 
as poverty, oppression, or climate change – in skilled and nuanced ways.  That being 
said, the concept of sustainability is still being continuously debated and defined…

Semantics and Frameworks
While some of us understand sustainability as sustaining anything, sustainability actu-
ally includes three dimensions of human activity: the environment, society, and the 
economy. 

If these dimensions are visualized as three overlapping circles, as they commonly are, 
the possibility of sustainability arises in the elusive centre (Figure 1a). Another model 
of sustainability prompts us to visualize these dimensions as nested circles, with envi-
ronment encircling the others.  This visualization emphasizes the fundamental impor-
tance of ecological1  wellbeing to communities and economies (Figure 1b). 

Figure 1. Common conceptual frameworks of sustainability

1 It is worth mentioning here that environment is generally considered to be the surroundings of an organ-
ism, while ecology also covers the relationship of the organisms to their surroundings. 
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1a. W.M. Adams, The future of sustainability: 
Rethinking environment and development 
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The third model featured here is a variant of Figure 1a. Imagine zooming in on 
the place  where all three circles intersect, and then situating a given sustainable 
development project somewhere within this complex, relational zone. By high-
lighting varying degrees of implementation, this model underscores the ambi-
guity inherent in sustainability and thus resists oversimplifying the term.

Do these models help us to understand sustainability?  Good models, like maps, 
help us navigate unfamiliar territory by plotting ideas in space, clarifying impor-
tant elements and indicating how they may relate and interact.  That being said, 
they still don’t entirely capture all the intricate features of the landscape.  There’s 
always a gap between any model or definition of sustainability and the complex, 
ever-changing world – this is part of what makes the question “what is sustain-
ability?” so interesting.

So, what do environmental, economic 
and social sustainability mean anyway?
Let’s decode these terms using an example. McGill recently became a fair-trade 
campus. The choice to pursue certification as a fair-trade2  campus contributes 
to:

Economic sustainability – by ensuring producers can cover average costs 
of sustainable production, including fair wages for all employees .

Social sustainability – by ensuring that in addition to fair wages for labour, 
employees are free from discrimination, free to develop associations, and free 
to engage in collective bargaining. Occupational health and safety are also safe-
guarded.

Environmental sustainability – by ensuring action is taken by producers 
to protect the environment in which they work and live.  Specific measures may 
include crop rotation,  moderate or no use of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides, 
etc. 

Of course, working towards economic, social and environmental sustainability 
will always depend on the context, at hand. 

2 The definitions for environmental, economic, and social sustainability have been derived from 
information on Fair Trade Canada’s website

Challenges

Do you think the whole concept of sus-
tainability is up for debate. You’re in 
good company. Here’s a collection of 
articles to explore:

What is Sustainability? Different defini-
tions of sustainability from University 

of British Columbia

W.M. Adams, 2006, The Future of Sus-
tainability: Re-thinking environment 
and development in the 21st century

Steve Connelly, 2007, Mapping sus-
tainable development as a contested 

concept

Brown et all, 1987, Global sustainabil-
ity: towards definition

Why is the definition of sustainability 
so vague and ambiguous? Well, there 
is some inherent power to the vague-

ness, says Dr. Robinson

Donnella Meadows, 1995, Leverage 
points: places to intervene in a system

Amartya Sen and Sudhir Anand, 2000, 
Human development and Economic 

Sustainability

Wilfred Beckerman, 1994, Sustainable 
development: Is it a useful concept?

Herman E. Daly, 1995, On Wilfred Beck-
erman’s critique of sustainability

For more resources on sustainability, 
consult our very own compilation from 

the McGill library

Figure 2 Sustainability at McGill as seen through the five categories

Of course a definition, like a model, is only the beginning.  How will we implement our understanding of sustainability? What 
do we want to sustain, and what choices will we make to ensure that it actually happens?  What is your definition of sustain-
ability, and how does it impact and inform the way you live and learn? 

To share what you think, write to us at: sustainability@mcgill.ca

RECOGnizing Sustainability at McGill
As a member of a learning community - a university – you’re in the midst of some incredible sustainability activity.  A school 
like McGill is a living lab where ideas and practices for a sustainable future are developed, tested, and shared with people 
locally and around the world.  Our collective task is to scale these ideas and practices way up in the coming years - to coor-
dinate, amplify, and communicate the great sustainability work we’re capable of doing together.

Let’s look at McGill’s approach to sustainability.  McGill’s Sustainability Policy (2010) reflects a holistic definition of the con-
cept. Intentionally broad and inclusive, it touches on areas relating to the academic, administrative, and operational realms 
of the university.

More recently, over 1500 students, staff and faculty explored the topic from every angle within a McGill context, and in the 
process five distinct but interrelated categories of sustainability came to light: Research, Education, Connectivity, Opera-
tions, and Governance & Administration (RECOG). The categories relate to five key areas in which a university can embody 
sustainability in its principles and practices, and reflect a crowd-sourced interpretation of sustainability by and for the peo-
ple of McGill – exciting stuff.

Here’s a visual showing the overlapping categories.  
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Figure 1. continued

1c. S. Connelly, Mapping sus-
tainable development as a 

contested concept, 2007
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