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    Chapter 2   
 Which Is Most Sustainable? Using Everyday 
Objects to Examine Trade-Offs Among 
the “Three Pillars” of Sustainability                     

       Corina     McKendry        

       Introduction 

 In everyday conversation, the term “sustainability” is used so frequently and in so 
many different contexts that, for some, it has lost precise meaning (Freyfogle  2006 ; 
Farley and Smith  2014 ). For others, the term signifi es “environmental sustainabil-
ity” and efforts to reduce the impact of human activities on the nonhuman world 
(see Caradonna  2014  for a useful discussion of the differences between sustainabil-
ity and environmentalism). Though common, this view differs substantially from 
the word’s meaning when it fi rst gained prominence in the 1980s, as world leaders 
tried to fi nd a workable balance between concerns about environmental degradation 
and the ability of people to meet their material needs (WCED  1987 ). Because of its 
conceptual fuzziness, everyone should carefully think about what they mean when 
they say something is “sustainable.” In an introductory sustainability studies class, 
students should become familiar with the assertion that sustainability must incorpo-
rate the “ three pillars  ” of social, economic, and environmental well-being. It is also 
important for them to understand the limitations of this conceptualization, particu-
larly the challenges in reconciling tensions among the “three pillars” (Gibson  2006 ; 
Kuhlman and Farrington  2010 ; Morrison-Saunders and Pope  2013 ; also see Chaps. 
  23     and   24     in this volume). 

 Electronic supplementary materials:   The online version of this chapter (doi:  10.1007/978-3- 319- 
28543-6_2    ) contains supplementary material, which is available to authorized users. 
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 The primary goal of the learning activity described below is for students to gain 
a basic understanding of sustainability that includes social, economic, and envi-
ronmental aspects. The secondary goal is for them to see the diffi culty of opera-
tionalizing this concept, especially when weighing potential  trade-offs   among 
these  three pillars  . To achieve these goals, students rank common household 
 objects   by what they perceive to be the most to the least sustainable and discuss 
their assumptions behind these rankings. Because the activity requires no student 
preparation, it works well at the beginning of a course or sustainability lesson. The 
activity’s small-group discussions also help students talk to each other, thus build-
ing a sense of collaboration and community. Although this activity has elements of 
an informal life cycle assessment and could introduce a formal life cycle analysis 
project, its main  purpose   is simply to introduce students to the concept and chal-
lenges of sustainability.  

    Learning Outcomes 

 After completing this activity, students should be able to:

•    Explain the “three-pillar” concept of sustainability.  
•   Question their previous assumptions about the meaning of sustainability.  
•   Articulate their own analysis of why an object is or is not sustainable.  
•   Describe the diffi culty of weighing potential  trade-offs   among social, environ-

mental, and economic aspects of an object’s sustainability.     

    Course Context 

•     Originally designed as a lab activity for an introductory  engineering   and general 
education course and has been used in political  science   courses with 10–30 
students  

•   40 min (or longer with extended analyses and discussion) in one class meeting  
•   Requires no student preparation or background knowledge  
•   Adaptable to courses of any size     

    Instructor Preparation and Materials 

 To implement this activity, the instructor should be prepared, in the context of 
example  objects   and in a short summary lecture, to (A) explain the “three-pillar” 
conception of sustainability and (B) discuss the challenge of  trade-offs   when con-
fl icts or tensions arise among the  three pillars   (e.g., the benefi ts of affordable 
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necessities for low-income people may result in negative environmental conse-
quences). Brief descriptions and illustrations of the “three-pillar” concept can be 
found on the US  EPA   website ( u.d. ) and in the introductory chapter of Caradonna 
( 2014 ). Relevant perspectives are also provided by AtKisson ( 2013 ). See Kuhlman 
and Farrington ( 2010 ) for a useful critique of the “three-pillar” conception. 
Discussions of the challenges of trade-offs among the three pillars in the context of 
sustainable development can be found in Lele ( 1991 ) and Boström ( 2012 )). 

 In the classroom, a writing surface such as a chalk or dry-erase board is needed 
to record student groups’ sustainability rankings of the  objects   and the reasons for 
those rankings. Before class, the instructor should gather six to eight household 
objects that are likely to elicit a wide variety of initial, perhaps obvious and con-
fl icting environmental, social, and/or economic associations. For example, a  cell 
phone   may be seen as not environmentally sustainable because of the materials 
used to manufacture it and the growing problem of electronic waste. However, 
cell phones can be very valuable for improving banking and health care in devel-
oping countries, therefore contributing signifi cantly to social and economic sus-
tainability. Other objects and potential questions and  trade-offs   for each are 
suggested in Electronic Supplementary Material (ESM) A. Obtaining detailed 
information for each item is not necessary to successfully complete this activity. 
However, instructors who want to know as much as possible about their chosen 
objects can fi nd information on many common household products from the 
Worldwatch Institute ( 2004 ),   www.goodguide.com    , and   www.madehow.com    . For 
more detailed assessments of a smaller number of objects, see Pearce ( 2009 ) and 
Leonard ( 2011 ).  

   Activities 

 To begin, the instructor shows the  objects   to the students. Without any other prompt-
ing or discussion, the instructor asks them to individually rank the objects from the 
most to the least sustainable and write down their rankings. (This takes about 5 min.) 
Starting the activity without opening remarks is effective because an important 
aspect of the exercise is for students to realize that others may have very different 
ideas as to what objects are more or less sustainable. However, a brief introduction 
can be added based on the instructor’s preference and course context. As they are 
determining their rankings, students can be invited to come up to examine the 
objects more closely. After everyone completes their ranking, the instructor places 
the students into groups of three or four and instructs them to share their rankings 
and discuss the reasons for their choices. Each group should then use a process of 
 debate   and discussion to create one collective ranking of the objects. (This should 
take about 10 min.) 

 Next, the instructor asks a group to volunteer their ranked list of  objects  , writes 
this on the board, and then asks the group to explain the rationale for their decisions. 
These reasons should be recorded on a different section of the board. Depending on 
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how long the instructor wishes to spend on the activity, the group can explain the 
rank of each object or just those ranked most and least sustainable. Additional 
groups should be invited to explain their rankings and rationales, in turn, while the 
instructor records them on the board. This can be done for all groups or for as many 
as time permits or are needed to provide suffi cient information for the subsequent 
discussion. As more rankings and rationales are recorded, students will probably 
fi nd that other groups had very different rankings from their own, accompanied by 
compelling reasons for them. This is likely to cause group explanations and class 
discussion to shift toward more nuanced analyses about what makes something sus-
tainable. As potential debates emerge, the instructor can allow the discussion to 
proceed organically (allowing students to respond to points made by those in other 
groups) or guide it by pointing out notable talking points, as when one object is 
ranked as highly sustainable by one group and low by another. The instructor may 
also encourage groups to elaborate on their explanations by asking the class if any-
one agrees or disagrees with a particular criterion offered by a group. After the fi rst 
few groups have listed their sustainability rankings, the important element of the 
activity is not the rankings but the discussion of the criteria. If new criteria for sus-
tainability emerge from the discussion, the instructor should add these to the board. 

 In the author’s experience, the most common initial criterion students use to rank 
 objects   is their (presumed) environmental sustainability. They usually focus on 
whether the object is recyclable or reusable; some students will raise questions 
about the environmental impact of the production process. Even with this narrow 
view of sustainability, the divergent rankings quickly lead students to see that there 
are different ways of thinking about whether or not something is environmentally 
sustainable (e.g., is the spray bottle sustainable because it is reusable and mostly 
recyclable or is it not sustainable because it is made from plastic?). Depending on 
the class and students’ knowledge, some groups might raise points that address 
economic and social sustainability. If these aspects do not emerge from the discus-
sion, the instructor should ask questions to raise these issues (see ESM-A for exam-
ples). Either way, varied aspects of social and economic sustainability (and 
environmental as needed) should be emphasized to help challenge and deepen stu-
dents’ initial views. After discussing several examples of how the three aspects of 
sustainability (or lack thereof) and possible  trade-offs   among them can be seen in 
the objects, the instructor should present a short lecture on the “three-pillar” con-
ception of sustainability and its importance, providing summary points and refer-
encing the example objects and notes on the board as appropriate (see the references 
cited above for additional content and perspectives). 

 To conclude, the instructor can encourage students to offer additional examples 
of ways in which the  objects   may meet one or two of the pillars of sustainability but 
not another (e.g., natural play dough from the local, small  business   may be environ-
mentally and economically sustainable, but it is also very expensive. Who can afford 
this play dough? Does its expense make it less socially sustainable?). There is no 
need to come to defi nitive answers about these potential  trade-offs  . The goal is sim-
ply to help students recognize that, as important as the “three-pillar” understanding 
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of sustainability is, it can be hard in practice to balance and fi nd  synthesis   among the 
economic, social, and environmental aspects of sustainability.  

    Follow-Up Engagement 

•     These questions can be used to further examine the concept of sustainability:

 –    What does it mean for something to be “sustainable?”  
 –   What information about an object would you need to be more confi dent in 

your assessment of its sustainability? Do you think that information would be 
hard to get? Why or why not?  

 –   What are the relationships among environmental, social, and economic sus-
tainability? How do these  objects   show potential tensions among these  three 
pillars  ? What should be done if the three pillars of sustainability are in  confl ict   
with each other? How can they be balanced? What should be prioritized and 
why? (Also see Chaps.   23     and   24    .)     

•   Ask students to think of a brand-name  food  , personal care, or household item. 
Using the criteria and concepts that emerged from the activity, have them spend 
10 min writing about the sustainability of that item. Their analysis should include 
what they already know about the item (e.g., it is certifi ed  organic  ) and what they 
do not know (e.g., the working conditions in the manufacturing plant). Then, ask 
students to look up the item at   www.goodguide.com     and write a two-page  refl ec-
tion   on the provided information. The refl ection can discuss whether their 
guesses about the item in their initial writing match the information from the 
website, the ways that the item is or is not sustainable, any  trade-offs   among the 
 three pillars   they see in the item, and how these trade-offs could be balanced to 
make the item more sustainable. (See Chap.   22    , this volume, for a related 
activity.)  

•   The issues and questions raised in this activity can be revisited throughout a 
course. Asking students to refl ect on the exercise is particularly useful when 
other examples of  trade-offs   between the pillars emerge from course material or 
when students revert to using the concept of sustainability to mean environmen-
talism. This exercise can also be revisited at the end of a course to encourage 
students to think about how their understanding of sustainability has changed.     

    Connections 

•     This activity provides concrete illustrations that can be referred to when discuss-
ing many environmental and sustainability topics, including  economic growth   
and development, environmental policy,  energy   use, human health,  consumerism   
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and  advertising  , and  corporate social responsibility  . To this end, instructors may 
want to keep a permanent record of the board notes so they can be revisited later.  

•   For courses that include a more in-depth and extended life cycle analysis or sus-
tainability assessment, this activity establishes a useful foundation. For example, 
it can be used as a starting point for individual and group research projects in 
which students fi nd data and reports pertaining to sustainability assessments of 
the  objects   used in this exercise (see the  International Journal of Lifecycle 
Assessment , Klöpffer  2003 , and Chaps.   3    ,   22    , and   23     of this volume).  

•   This exercise can be referred to when  systems thinking   is discussed in a course 
in that it requires an examination of multiple multifaceted processes and the 
 complexity   of their interactions.        
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