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C O M M U N I T Y  E N D O W M E N T  E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

Much like biologists think of an ecosystem as a community of living and non-living things working 
together in the natural world, Thriving Cities uses a framework we call “human ecology” to help us 
envision a city. The human ecologies of a city contain and depend upon an array of different, but fun-
damental endowments. Such endowments: (a) give expression to long-standing and universally-recog-
nizable ends that are essential to human thriving (e.g., intellectual life, aesthetics, sociality, play, health 
and security, transcendence); (b) become actualized within specific social practices and institutional 
settings (e.g., universities, theaters, social media, soccer clubs, health care, and places of worship); (c) 
have distinctive histories that shape their present and future possibilities; and (d) interact dynamical-
ly with one another, creating both virtuous cycles when robust and healthy, and vicious cycles when 
depleted and weak, but also generating synergies with unintended consequences and tensions between 
competing goods. 

The language of endowments is highly intentional. It stands in direct opposition to the language of 
“capital,” used by most standard and many cutting-edge approaches. Where capital denotes abstract, 
a-temporal, and amoral value that is at once fungible and fluid, which is to say unfixed (which is 
precisely the source of its conceptual strength), the language of endowments brings the dimensions 
of particularity and temporality back into view—endowments are the products of investments made 
over time and they must be maintained in the present if they are to remain available in the future. Also, 
attached to the language of endowments is a sense of fiduciary responsibility and obligation. Where 
capital functions as a medium of value and exchange irrespective of context, endowments function 
as a reservoir of wealth held in common—as a trust within very definite contexts. Despite its obvious 
strengths, the language of capital is not able to capture these essential qualities of community life, and 
not surprisingly, they remain empirically elusive in approaches that rely on it. 

Our distinctively cultural approach, with its emphasis on the normative dimensions of common life in 
cities, invites us to see them in terms of six interactive (and ever-evolving) formative contexts in which 
we routinely see the exercise of moral agency and practical reasoning across human communities. 
The first three of the six endowments build on the classical ideals of “the True,” “the Good,” and “the 
Beautiful;” the last three are what we might call the modern ideals of “the Prosperous,” “the Well-or-
dered and Just,” and “the Sustainable.” Together they form some of the most recognizable horizons of 
the human experience.

T H E  T R U E
Human Knowledge

T H E  G O O D
Social Mores and Ethics

T H E  P R O S P E R O U S
Economic Life

T H E  S U S T A I N A B L E
The Natural Environment

T H E  J U S T  A N D
W E L L - O R D E R E D
Political and Civil Life

T H E  B E A U T I F U L
Aesthetics
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I .   I N T R O D U C T I O N 

What are the characteristics of a sustainable city?  Cities engaged in a dialogue about a thriving future 
are certain to confront recent policy debates about the contribution of urban policy to the pursuit of 
sustainable patterns of development and urban life. According to Matthew Slaven, “Sustainable cities 
are those that design and manage their form of governance, economies, built environment, transporta-
tion systems, energy and water use, food production, and waste in a manner that imposes the smallest 
possible footprint on the environment.”1  In a similar vein, Michael Lorr states that “urban sustainable 
development is the process of developing and redeveloping urban areas in a way that will improve the 
urban environment and economy and promote equity or social justice.”2  These definitions of urban 
sustainability stress the importance of the active management of cities and urban space in order to 
enhance environmental and human well-being. A city that pursues sustainability supports local action 
on environmental policy and explores connections between its physical environment and its socioeco-
nomic order.  Acknowledging the conceptual necessity of urban sustainability compels cities to rethink 
their daily operations and the terms of the local political dialogue about their long-range economic 
prospects.  Within the Thriving Cities framework, the sustainable city is one that promotes both envi-
ronmental and human well-being.

This Endowment brief on “The Sustainable” is a contribution to the Thriving Cities Project.  The project 
builds from a human ecology framework, which “refers to the web of symbols, norms, goods, laws, 
habits, rituals, practices, and institutions that ground our identities, guide our individual and col-
lective action, and shape our life purposes within a given social, historical, and moral context.”3  The 
human ecology framework emphasizes the role of culture in facilitating a normative understanding 
of how various community Endowments contribute to vibrant and flourishing cities. Sustainability 
in thriving cities is explored in this brief through a consideration of how the concept of sustainability 
has been contested and applied to shape public action and urban policy debate over the last several de-
cades.  First, the definition of sustainability is explored, with a focus on disagreements in the scholarly 
literature as to what should be sustained in the urban context and how the standard of sustainability 
might be achieved.  A “triple bottom line” framing of sustainability, encompassing economic, environ-
mental, and equity concerns, is acknowledged; however, the Thriving Cities framing of sustainability 
as a concept for assessing environmental and human well-being is emphasized.  Second, in order 
to acknowledge the political dimensions of the concept, the integration of sustainability into urban 
governance is explored.  Next, interconnections between sustainability and other Endowments of the 
thriving city are considered, including the potential for conflict and complementarity.  Finally, metrics 
of sustainability are discussed, with an emphasis on keystone measures that can create opportunities 
for social learning to improve cities.

Cities and policymakers can maximize locally relevant indicators of sustainability in order to contrib-
ute to the overarching goal of creating and maintaining a thriving city.  This discussion of the sus-
tainability of cities acknowledges the value of metrics and benchmarks in enabling municipal poli-
cymakers to pursue environmental and human well-being.  At the same time, this Endowment brief 
emphasizes that cities must develop an understanding of sustainability relevant to their distinct social 
and ecological conditions, and that they must engage local processes of democratic governance in order 
to define and pursue relevant policies.
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I I .  T H E  S U S T A I N A B L E  C I T Y

Recent discussions about sustainable cities have been shaped by an interdisciplinary dialogue among 
academics, activists, and public administrators.  The roots of the current discussion of urban sustain-
ability policy can be traced to the history of fields such as urban planning, engineering, and ecology.  
Yet it was only in the late twentieth century that the concept of sustainability established a foothold on 
the policy agenda of many US cities.  

The current dialogue about sustainable cities can be seen as the outgrowth of shifting thinking about re-
sponsibility for environmental policy in the US federal system.  In Toward Sustainable Communities, Daniel 
Mazmanian and Michael Kraft outline three epochs of environmental policy that have shaped the current 
role of local governments in the United States on issues related to the environment.4  Early approaches to 
the protection of local environmental quality began by the 1970s, with the development of national reg-
ulatory standards with which localities were expected to comply.  A second epoch, spanning the 1980s to 
the end of the century, saw a new emphasis on subnational problem solving, with state and local govern-
ments taking greater initiative to address environmental concerns.  The third, and current, epoch of US 
environmental policy, Mazmanian and Kraft explain, can be characterized by an emphasis on sustainable 
communities.  Policymakers and community activists have placed new stress on aligning governance 
and policy solutions with the natural and ecological contours of environmental problems at the local 
level.  Environmental concerns are now discussed as part of a larger framework of efforts to maintain a 
city’s attractiveness to its residents.  The emphasis on sustainable communities in environmental policy 
raises the prominence of local and subnational governments in environmental problem solving and has 
required new, often collaborative institutions of governance to align the scale of problems with mecha-
nisms for policy development and decision making.5  In this context, cities have taken a prominent role in 
policy leadership and innovation in the pursuit of sustainability. 

Global policy debates about the environment and economic growth have also shaped thinking about 
urban sustainability.  In 1987, the United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development 
(also called the Brundtland Commission) released a report titled Our Common Future, in which the com-
mission sought to raise the salience of environmental concerns and global inequity in matters of eco-
nomic development.  Sustainable development was defined in the report as “development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs.”6  The Agenda 21 report, which came out of the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment 
and Development (popularly known as the Earth Summit), included a discussion of how sustainable 
development could be incorporated into local governance.  While the scope of effort on local initia-
tives related to Agenda 21 varied significantly across countries, international events in the early 1990s 
focused attention on the potential contributions of local government to the amelioration of global 
environmental policy and the integration of values supportive of sustainability into economic develop-
ment concerns.7  For example, research in Great Britain illustrates how many local authorities expand-
ed venues for public participation in environmental policy and planning and increased environmental 
initiatives during the early 1990s, even though not all of these actions were mandated or required by 
the national government.8 As more local governments gave attention to sustainability, international 
and national networks developed to share expertise on related policies, such as the reduction of green-
house gas (GHG) emissions.  Two prominent examples are the Cities for Climate Protection initiative of 
ICLEI-Local Governments for Sustainability and the Climate Protection Agreement of the US Confer-
ence of Mayors.9 The emergence of international networks supportive of local sustainability initiatives 
helps explain the diffusion of this policy concern in local governments and the spread of innovative 
practices for local involvement in climate and environmental policy.

A. THE SCOPE OF SUSTAINABILITY IMPLEMENTATION IN CITIES

As sustainability has diffused in the global urban policy dialogue, the concept has prompted diverse 
policy responses by municipal governments.  The earliest comprehensive assessment of sustainability 
policies in US cities was done by political scientist Kent Portney.  In Taking Sustainable Cities Seriously, 
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published in 2003, Portney documented the scope of the effort by US cities to place sustainability on 
the urban policy agenda.10 His investigation yielded an index measuring the number of programs un-
dertaken by each city. As part of an update to this index published in 2005, Portney wrote that “these 
policies and programs, ranging from revisions in zoning and land uses, to protection of green space, 
to commitment to green building, energy efficiency, and climate change efforts achieved through GHG 
emission reductions, conversion to alternative and green energy sources, and many others, are all 
designed to try to improve and protect the quality of the environment for the short and long term.”11  
Portney found that cities varied in their commitment to sustainability policies, with leaders like Seattle 
and Portland adopting multiple initiatives while cities like Cleveland, Milwaukee, and New Haven 
enumerated far fewer programs in their sustainability plans. Portney’s research showed that among 
the earliest initiatives cities undertake when discussing sustainability is the measurement and regular 
collection of a set of sustainability indicators reflecting environmental, economic, and social concerns. 

Subsequently, researchers have reviewed planning documents in large samples of cities or conducted 
surveys to inventory the scope of urban sustainability efforts.12  A 2010 survey by the International 
City/County Management Association (ICMA) provides the most comprehensive inventory of sus-
tainability initiatives.  Based on responses from 2,176 local governments, the ICMA study reports on 
action on 110 indicators in twelve areas—recycling, water conservation, transportation improvements, 
energy use in transportation and exterior lighting, social inclusion, reducing building energy use, local 
production and green purchasing, land conservation and development rights, GHG reduction and air 
quality, building and land use regulations, workplace alternatives to reduce commuting, and alter-
native energy generation.  While the report’s authors found that local governments undertake many 
initiatives that might be associated with urban sustainability, the extent to which governments at that 
local level are conscientiously planning for a sustainable future remains unclear:

It appears that up to one-fourth of local governments have gotten on the sustainability train for 
the long haul with the intent of traveling to an explicitly chosen destination.  Even these govern-
ments could do much more, but they are exploring a fairly wide range of options.  The remaining 
local governments are adopting some prominent activities or identifying existing practices that 
are related to sustainability.  In effect, they stay on the train for a few stops but have not yet com-
mitted to making the journey.13

The survey found that a small number of programs, including community-wide recycling collection at 
residential properties and the addition of walking and biking trails, are being undertaken in a majority 
of communities; however, many policies that environmental advocates judge central to sustainability 
have only limited support.  For example, the authors report that “with regards to measures explicit-
ly related to GHG, only 14 percent of respondents have determined their baseline GHG emissions, 11 
percent have established reduction targets for local operations, 9 percent have determined reduction 
targets for the community at large, 6 percent have established targets for businesses, and 2 percent 
have established targets for single-family and multifamily residences.”14  In short, the scope of action 
on policies related to sustainability appears to be much more limited in the findings of the nationwide 
ICMA survey than in studies that focus on sustainability leaders or only on the nation’s largest cities. 

Cumulatively, the quantitative and qualitative research on sustainability policy implementation in the 
United States unveils no uniform approach to sustainability in local government.  While sustainability 
has become a rallying point for action in cities, it is a contested concept.  As a consequence, cities em-
phasize different types of environmental, economic, and social policies as they develop sustainability 
plans.  Sustainability is also discussed differently in diverse professional fields and stakeholder groups 
within local government.

B. SUSTAINABILITY IN PROFESSIONAL FIELDS WITHIN LOCAL GOVERNMENT

As the studies by Portney and ICMA convey, sustainability has come to shape practice in diverse pro-
fessional fields within local government.  Urban planning, economic development, and public admin-
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istration provide examples.  Within urban planning, sustainability has brought about a new emphasis 
on environmental protection and the ecological characteristics of land use in both advanced industrial 
and developing countries.  Planning scholars frequently document examples of urban design that 
enhance environmental and human well-being.  For example, in Alternative Urban Futures, Raquel 
Pinderhughes conveys examples of how urban design can be used to improve water quality, urban 
food systems, and public transportation. She stresses that “urban planning must focus on adopting 
new approaches and appropriate technologies designed to deliver and manage urban infrastructure 
services in ways that minimize a city’s impact on the environment.”15  Timothy Beatley, reflecting on 
urban design in European cities, offers a similar assessment, writing that “perhaps the clearest lesson 
from European urban practice is that alternative patterns of growth and development do exist, and 
it is possible to organize space and public investments in ways that create compact, walkable, green 
communities—places that exhibit many highly attractive qualities.”16 In the United States, parallels are 
frequently drawn between sustainability principles and the goals of the New Urbanism movement.  
Proponents of New Urbanism, challenging suburban design patterns of the mid- and late twentieth 
century, promote denser patterns of urban design that include mixed-use development and reduce the 
need for individual automobile ownership.17 Planners involved with New Urbanism projects express 
support for principles such as the interconnection of streets to promote walking, the creation of 
shared public spaces, diverse housing types to promote housing affordability, and infill development 
in existing urban areas.18 These design principles are often associated with principles of sustainability 
because they acknowledge both environmental and social goals in urban design. 

The emphasis on sustainability in the planning profession has also had consequences for how planners 
think about their role in the public process of land development.  Scott Campbell, for example, argues 
that urban planners are well positioned to address the competing values of economic growth, social 
justice, and environmental protection.  While sustainability may be difficult to define in the abstract, 
the process of development and land use places in motion forces that challenge communities to address 
how competing values will be accommodated in specific instances.  Campbell writes that “the planner 
therefore needs to act as a translator, assisting each group to understand the priorities and reasoning 
of the others.”19  Similarly, Philip Berke writes that “sustainability can be used as an overarching frame-
work to dramatically shift the practice of local participation from dominance by narrow special inter-
ests toward a more holistic and inclusive view.”20  Berke argues that New Urbanism has contributed to 
discussions about sustainability by re-focusing planners on the question of desired urban form over 
intergenerational time periods. But, he adds, more must be done to integrate ecological, social, and 
global concerns into local planning practice.  Thus, in the context of planning, sustainability prompts 
consideration of substantive approaches to urban design as well as procedural changes in the role of 
the planning professional. 

In the field of local economic development, the word sustainability is commonly associated with the 
emergence of new industries and jobs in a green economy.  Those watching the emerging green econ-
omy believe that the technological change associated with new patterns of consumption and resource 
reuse will unleash innovation in the marketplace and create opportunities for economic growth.  In 
some instances there appears to be good reason for these hopes.  Some cities will capture high-paying 
science and technology jobs associated with product innovation, though a city’s ability to compete for 
jobs in the green economy may hinge on its existing economic strengths.21 For example, the expansion 
of the green building sector in Portland is attributed in part to investments in research and develop-
ment by Oregon’s state government and the co-location of supportive industries and experts.22 Jobs 
in the green economy may be used as a measure of sustainability, but research suggests this measure 
must be carefully considered in the context of a city’s sustainability goals.  Critics note that industries 
like solar panel manufacturing require significant water and energy inputs, and that establishing such 
firms may have environmental costs for communities.23 A recent study also shows that minority entre-
preneurs and communities are not proportionately represented in green economy creation, a finding 
that raises equity concerns.24 For these and other reasons, economic development professionals have 
come to associate sustainability with a wider range of activities than job creation in green industries, 
including community development initiatives that address economic opportunity and job access at the 
neighborhood level.
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Finally, sustainability has become a lens through which organizations assess their internal manage-
ment and their relationship with external environmental conditions.25 Public administration has been 
one of the professional fields grappling with the implications of sustainability for day-to-day work in 
organizations.  Indeed, cities run by appointed professional managers appear to take more extensive 
action on sustainability and climate policies.26 Sustainability has been described as an important value 
for public sector organizations because government agencies must maintain a commitment to creating 
public value over extended periods.27 As such, sustainability should not be thought of as a short-term 
initiative, but as a long-term value to which an organization commits itself.  “From a policy perspec-
tive, organizations that want to make the complex concept of sustainability a part of their business 
need to understand that sustainability no longer is perceived as an achievable goal, but as a continuing 
process of improvement, requiring constant effort,” argue Niels Faber, René Jorna, and Jo van Enge-
len.28 In city operations, public administrators are using sustainability as a framework for thinking 
about the ongoing improvement of organizational performance.

For local government managers, energy use has been a central sustainability focus.  According to Aus-
tin Troy, author of The Very Hungry City, cities vary significantly in their “urban energy metabolism” 
and the extent to which they are efficient consumers of energy.29  For many city governments, sustain-
ability was elevated on the public agenda in the wake of the Great Recession.  Provisions in the Ameri-
can Reinvestment and Recovery Act of 2009 incentivized cities to assess their own energy consumption 
and the efficiency of public facilities.30  The recent ICMA survey of local government sustainability 
practices showed that 63 percent of local governments had done energy audits on city buildings, and 
that a majority had also made retrofits for higher-efficiency lighting.31 The same survey found lower 
levels of support for teleworking, though that may change as cities begin to learn from recent efforts by 
federal agencies to reduce the use of physical office space through teleworking, flexible work sched-
ules, and desk hoteling.32

City governments can also play an important role in fostering urban sustainability through their 
responsibility for critical systems such as water, wastewater, public transportation, and waste man-
agement.  Through the control of infrastructure critical to the functioning of cities, municipalities can 
invest in infrastructure in ways that promote more sustainable patterns of development.  Through 
customer relationships with the public, city governments also have the potential to influence mass 
behavior by promoting water conservation, the use of public transportation, and transit routes friend-
ly to cyclists and pedestrians.  Cities also directly invest in institutions that support civic life.  Steven 
Cohen explains: 

To sustain a high quality of life, a city must serve as a home to well-functioning cultural and edu-
cational institutions and places that amuse and entertain.  Health care must be available, as must 
collective community events that build civic loyalty and price.  Open space, recreation, and other 
resources that enhance the quality of life are essential elements of the sustainable city.33

Thus, cities must integrate thinking about sustainability into the development and maintenance of the 
full array of public infrastructure.34  In order to achieve the environmental goals set out in normative 
statements about sustainability, public administration   working in city government will need to be 
informed about how sustainability can be used as a framework for assessing organizational perfor-
mance.35 In Sustainability Management: Lessons from and for New York City, America, and the Planet, Cohen 
emphasizes the critical role of public management in the process of developing sustainable cities and 
public organizations. He argues that “if this organizational capacity is to be developed, the field of 
sustainability management must replace the field of general management.”36

The scope of local government action on sustainability and the integration of the concept into diverse 
professional fields in local government speak to the relevance of the concept of sustainability to cities 
today.  Still, as a concept, sustainability remains unclear, contested, and open to debate.  By reflecting on 
“The Sustainable” as a concept debated in social, ecological, and governance systems, we can come to a 
clearer understanding of this Endowment within the Thriving Cities framework.
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C. CONTESTING SUSTAINABILITY

The evolving local interest in the sustainability of cities masks a high level of uncertainty about the 
meaning of sustainability in both theory and practice.  Scholars debate the clarity and relevance of 
the concept as applied to an urban context.  Those working in the fields discussed above, including 
environmental regulators, local economic development officials, and transnational advocates of action 
on climate change, employ the concept in different ways, as it relates to their policy goals.  Charting the 
contours of debate about the meaning of sustainability in the context of cities is a meaningful precursor 
to exploring how the concept might be deployed as an Endowment and as a standard for community 
assessment.

Sustainability, as a concept, has surged in popularity in scholarly and popular discourse.37 Through Our 
Common Future, the Brundtland Commission provided a framing for sustainability that emphasized 
the intergenerational importance of addressing environmental resource use, as well as global inequal-
ity, in ways that showed mindfulness of the need to manage resources and counter environmental 
degradation.38  As sustainability was popularized in public discourse in the United States, the concept 
was embraced by many in the business community as a new framework for discussing corporate social 
responsibility.39 For business, sustainability was often framed in terms of the triple bottom line of 
attention to economy, environment, and equity.40 In addition to accounting for economic performance, 
businesses were encouraged to be more transparent about the environmental costs of their opera-
tions and to explain how production or operations were being refined to care for or even enhance the 
organization’s relationship with the natural environment.  This emphasis has contributed to a range of 
voluntary standards through which production processes have been refined to improve resource use 
and mitigate contamination.41 Corporations were also pressured to be more transparent about their 
efforts to promote social improvement in the communities in which they worked, and in parts of the 
globe from which they derived key resources.  However, critics argue that the corporate embrace of 
sustainability has led to more symbolic action and marketing than sincere rethinking of organiza-
tional strategy and process.42 Greenwashing has emerged as a term to describe symbolic environmental 
programs not fully in line with higher standards of sustainability.  Critics fear that the popularization 
of sustainability has eroded the sense of urgency about the scope of social change necessary to achieve 
the environmental and social goals at the heart of the sustainability discourse.43 

While heuristics like the triple bottom line eased the integration of sustainability into popular dis-
course, significant debates persist about how sustainability should be pursued and assessed in the con-
text of cities and metropolitan regions.  William Rees argues that the ecological footprint of a city, or 
the natural resources required to sustain an urban region, extends far beyond the borders of the city.44  
Many of the resources required to support cities, including water, energy, food, and building materials, 
are brought from outside cities and metropolitan regions.  Drawing from ecological economics, Rees 
suggests that cities and regions have stocks of natural capital that must be maintained through from 
generation to generation in order to support the production of the resources needed to sustain life.  Be-
cause cities draw upon resources from around the world, they are major importers of natural resourc-
es, in a way that may be depleting natural capital.  Rees argues that “the city’s role in wealth creation 
invariably depends on the continuous production of ecological goods and services somewhere else.  In 
ecological terms, the city is a node of pure consumption existing parasitically on an extensive external 
resource base.”45 Cities may now be more attentive to their dependence on external regions for natural 
resources to sustain life, but the costs of these interdependencies remain opaque for many commu-
nities.  So too, the implications for standards of urban sustainability remain unclear.  At the least, the 
ecological perspective has drawn into sharper focus the resource needs of cities and the distance that 
goods travel to urban markets for consumption.

While the ecological perspective on urban sustainability is critical, it has also been emphasized that the 
environment cannot be considered in isolation from other social and cultural forces. John Dixon and 
Louise Fallon, for example, explain that one view of sustainability considers resource use in the con-
text of human welfare. They write that “sustainable development does not require that any particular 
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economic activity continue indefinitely.  In fact, it will usually require that structural changes occur 
in an economy and new activities replace old ones.”46  Dixon and Fallon further explain that sustain-
ability, in the context of social systems, does not offer a clear path, but instead poses questions that 
society must address as the connections between the physical environmental and human welfare are 
contemplated.  Some of the most challenging questions involve assumptions about the extent to which 
technology will improve to allow for more efficient use, or recovery, of resources in the future.  This 
process of questioning brings into focus a need to address the interconnectedness of human well-being 
and ecological systems.  When social and ecological systems are considered together, governance and 
collective action become central challenges in the effort to resolve the meaning of sustainability.

The interplay between social and ecological systems, and the role of human decision making at this 
interface, leads many to discuss sustainability as a problem of governance or collective choice for 
society.47  Elinor Ostrom has advanced a framework for assessing sustainability and the outcomes of 
complex social and ecological systems.48 She proposes analysis of the interactions of resource systems, 
resource units, governance systems, and users.  For the sustainability of resource systems, she empha-
sizes, “simple blueprint policies do not work.”49  Instead, Ostrom and her collaborators have found, di-
verse institutional configurations, tailored to the demands of social and ecological systems, contribute 
to sustainable resource management.50 Parallels can be drawn between Ostrom’s research on common 
pool resources and the sustainability challenges facing cities today.  The task of understanding urban 
sustainability requires nuanced exploration of a wide range of resource systems within a community.  

One approach to resolving tensions over the definition of urban sustainability is to explore the local 
subjective meaning of the term.  Within the fields of environmental policy and urban sustainability, lo-
cal actors have different understandings of the challenges to and priorities for public action.  Research-
ers can systematically assess these perceptions to explore the scope of viewpoints in policy debate.51  
In the context of cities and metropolitan areas, local actors support different sets of environmental, 
economic, and social goals in a manner consistent with a triple-bottom-line definition of sustainabili-
ty.52  Indeed, for some, the concept of sustainability is more closely associated with economic renewal 
and the general improvement of urban living conditions than with the environment or human health, 
per se. Consequently, investigating the local meaning of sustainability within cities and communities 
can be viewed as a precursor to public action.  Assessing the local understanding of the areas in which 
a community is not currently sustainable, and pointing toward the locally desired action to pursue 
sustainability, can help policymakers understand sustainability within the social context of commu-
nities.  While policymakers in local government can look to a wide range of examples of best practice 
for action, piecemeal adoption of these initiatives may bring little local value or have limited impact on 
sustainability outcomes if policy is not integrated with the local understanding of what it means to be 
a sustainable city.  

D. SUSTAINABILITY AND URBAN GOVERNANCE

In the early 1960s, public administration scholar Lynton Caldwell urged government professionals to 
incorporate a scientific understanding of the environment into the development of rational public 
policy to enhance the protection of the natural environmental systems of society.  While Caldwell ex-
pressed optimism about the potential for bolder environmental policy, he also acknowledged challeng-
es in the political realm:  

A focus on environment may facilitate, but would not lessen, the political task of reconciling a 
great diversity of interests and values.  The scientific base and content of environment-focused 
decisions would no doubt be increased beyond that employed in our characteristically segmental 
decisions.  But value judgments, particularly with respect to ends, ethics, and accountability in 
public action, would also gain significance…. Scientists may one day tell us what kinds of environ-
ment are best for our physical and mental health, but it seems doubtful if scientists alone will be 
able to determine the environmental conditions that people will seek.53 
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Writing almost a decade later, Harvey Lieber echoed this concern, stating that “we have reached an 
awareness of the seriousness of these [environmental] problems, but our political structures are still 
not keeping up with changes in the biophysical environment.”54 These same concerns about political 
decision making may be articulated by the environmental policy professionals at work in city gov-
ernment today.  For advocates of urban sustainability, developing the political capacity to discuss the 
balance of environmental quality, economic growth, and social well-being within the city has become 
a focus in and of itself.  Thus, governance for sustainability is a necessary aspect of any assessment of a 
city’s sustainability efforts.

Civic engagement appears to be central to the development of a sustainable city.  Recent analyses show 
that the scope of local sustainability efforts is shaped in part by the number of nonprofit organizations 
working within a city; these analyses also indicate that environmentally focused groups form tight 
networks of advocacy to advance sustainability initiatives.55 Cities making progress on sustainability 
planning create opportunities for citizen participation and institutionalize participation through for-
mal advisory boards on sustainability.56 Public engagement in sustainability is described as an import-
ant factor in the integration of environmental and social sustainability goals, especially when efforts 
are made to engage the full diversity of a community.57 In some conceptualizations of sustainability, 
expanded public participation in planning may be a central policy goal.58

While much debate exists on the ideal models for sustainability governance, an emerging consensus 
suggests that consideration must be given to the establishment of strong connections between the 
mass public, government, and other venues for collective action.59 Developing robust governance 
arrangements can complement the goal of sustainability itself by putting in place institutions for 
collective deliberation and choice that allow cities and communities to come to collective decisions 
about their current and future states of resource use and well-being.60  Thinking about governance 
is complementary to the human ecology framework of the Thriving Cities Project because explicit 
discussions about governance for sustainability can help foster processes of adaptation and learning 
that are necessary for survival in complex human and ecological systems.61 Understanding the design 
of mechanisms for sustainability governance will be critical to bridging professional divides that 
currently have the potential to fragment discussions about urban sustainability.  Reflection on the 
institutions that link public action in government with concern about sustainability in the mass public 
will be equally important.  To paraphrase John Dewey, a public comes about through the development 
of a shared understanding of public problems.62  If that is the case, much work remains to be done to 
develop public consciousness on sustainability, as research suggests that even environmentally minded 
individuals do not make choices or change behaviors in the interest of collective sustainability.63 Cities 
that consciously reflect on sustainability as a goal for both governments and governance will be better 
positioned to face these challenges and to reconcile conflicting values that emerge from debate about 
the local meaning of sustainability.64

E. SUSTAINABILITY IN THE THRIVING CITIES FRAMEWORK

In the Thriving Cities framework, the focus of the Endowment of The Sustainable includes both 
environmental and human well-being within the city.  The preceding discussion acknowledges that 
urban sustainability, as discussed and practiced in cities today, extends well beyond environmental and 
human considerations.  However, different Endowments in the Thriving Cities Project address many 
of these attendant concerns.  Readers already familiar with sustainability are encouraged to ponder 
the alternative framing of the thriving city, and consider how environmental and human well-being 
contributes to this goal or standard.

For some, the environment is the primary motivation for discussing sustainability.  Recent studies 
suggest that conditions in the physical environment and a city’s exposure to environmental risks 
help explain the extent to which a city will take action on sustainability.65  Further, GHG inventories 
and policies to mitigate or adapt to climate change are key components of many cities’ sustainability 
efforts.66 The contemporary scientific and political discourse on sustainable cities has brought into 
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sharper focus the potential contributions of local governance to ensuring environmental quality.  

As sustainability gains traction in urban policy discussions, several rationales for enhancing under-
standing of urban environments have been articulated.  Stephanie Pincetl summarizes three argu-
ments for renewed attention to nature in cities.67  First, she explains, scientists and economists have 
made cities the focus of ecological research because of a new appreciation of the value of ecosystem 
services, or the economic benefits of well-functioning natural systems within cities.68 Second, as 
urban designers have modified landscapes, the urban built environment has come into interaction 
with nature.  Researchers who focus on urban ecology strive to understand the interactions of humans 
with both the built and natural environments.69 Finally, analogies between nature and cities, including 
the concept of urban metabolism, have drawn together the natural and social sciences in new ways.  
Thinking about nature and natural processes might improve thinking about urban design, particularly 
in areas like water and wastewater management.  Pincetl argues that exploration must continue of 
the novel aspects of nature in cities and “human intentionality” in shaping cities and nature.70 Cities 
are also human systems, and a discussion of urban sustainability would be incomplete without an 
assessment of human health and well-being.  Human health has entered discussions about urban 
sustainability because both environmental conditions and the built form of cities have consequences 
it.  Beyond this, human health is being used as an independent metric by which to assess the quality of 
cities.71 Health is not a new standard for assessing urban sustainability.  For example, the introduction 
of sanitary sewers and wastewater treatment has been widely acknowledged as a critical step toward 
ensuring human health in dense urban settings.72 Yet effective wastewater treatment remains inacces-
sible in many developing countries73; also, in the United States, the expansion of wastewater infra-
structure has been acknowledged as a factor facilitating suburban development and lower-density land 
use.74 Thus, integrating health into the dialogue about urban sustainability is not as simple as identify-
ing factors that enhance human well-being.  Instead, thinking about health and sustainability entails 
scrutinizing the unique challenges and opportunities for the human condition of living in dense urban 
and metropolitan settings.

The most explicit connections between human health and urban sustainability are being made by those 
discussing the health implications of urban planning and design.75 Timothy Beatley suggests that city 
residents often under-appreciate the nature that surrounds them on a daily basis.76  Given the demon-
strable benefits of connecting humans with nature, Beatley argues, more can be done to support and 
enhance urban ecology and foster connections between city residents and their surrounding envi-
ronment.  Others recommend that social and educational institutions in cities develop strategies to 
increase human contact with nature in order to recognize health benefits, including reduced stress.77 
While Beatley reminds us to take advantage of the nature already available in cities, opportunities 
also exist to modify urban design to enhance contact with nature.  As planners rethink urban design, 
critical steps toward enhancing health and, thereby, urban sustainability will include giving attention 
to alternatives to automobile transportation,78 expanding and maintaining open space,79 cultivating re-
silience in response to extreme climate events,80 and ensuring abundance within urban food systems.81

Improved public health is frequently discussed as a primary or indirect benefit of land-use reforms 
that would also address environmental concerns within cities.  For example, walking and bicycling are 
promoted as transportation alternatives to driving, because these methods not only  have the effect of 
reducing emissions of carbon and other air pollutants but also provide individuals with opportunities 
to improve their health.  Modifying streets, sidewalks, and block length have the potential to alter 
the habits of pedestrians and drivers.  However, studies suggest that modifications to land use that 
enhance walkability might cause greater traffic congestion and, concomitantly, reduce air quality.82 
While density may have attendant problems, there is evidence suggesting that better-connected street 
systems encourage walking.83 Thus, measures to enhance public health must be considered in the con-
text of a complex urban system.

Among the many areas of reform, healthy food has taken a large role in the public discourse about 
sustainable cities.  The expansion of urban agriculture is identified as a contributor to both environ-
mental and social sustainability.  Governmental and nongovernmental actors are developing strategies 
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to address “food deserts,” neighborhoods in which healthy food and standard groceries are not avail-
able because of economic or transportation challenges.  In cities that have experienced decline, urban 
agriculture can return unused land to productive use through small-scale neighborhood gardening 
or larger commercial initiatives.  Growing food in cities can enhance local food security, especially 
when agricultural efforts are joined with community programs to educate residents about raising and 
consuming healthy food.84 The planning and maintenance of community gardens may serve a social 
function, building relationships within a neighborhood in addition to providing nourishment.85 Public 
health advocates are experimenting with other approaches to address the lack of healthy food in urban 
neighborhoods, including incentive programs for corner stores to carry healthier selections.86 The goal 
of achieving social and human sustainability by improving human health through better access to 
healthy food is fostering experimentation and innovation.

Making preparations so that residents can face harsh weather with resilience is also an important 
factor in urban human health.  Perhaps the most notorious cautionary tale of the dangers of extreme 
weather in recent history relates to the Chicago heat wave of July 1995.  As recounted by Eric Klinen-
berg in his book Heat Wave: A Social Autopsy of Disaster in Chicago, an extended period of extreme hot 
weather caused a spike in heat-related deaths and illnesses, the full scope of which was not apparent 
until well after the onset of high temperatures.87  Chicago officials later calculated that more than 700 
people died in the heat wave.88 Cities must be prepared to deal with extreme weather and the attendant 
stress it can place on emergency medical response.  As explained by Klinenberg, this includes neigh-
borhood and social institutions that can respond to support vulnerable populations, in addition to city 
policies that do not downplay the significance of weather threats.  Because of the condition known as 
the urban heat island effect, in which temperatures in the urban core can be higher than those in sur-
rounding suburban or rural areas,89 cities must prepare for heat-related illnesses and otherwise plan to 
mitigate the effects of heat on residents.  To maintain public health during adverse weather events, city 
governments, health facilities, and social institutions must coordinate preventive action and emergen-
cy responses to aid vulnerable populations.

While public health policymakers and practitioners have long been concerned with opportunities for 
human vitality in the urban context, only recently has public health become more clearly integrated 
into mainstream discussions about urban sustainability.  In discussions of urban health, an emphasis 
can again be seen on the need to tailor sustainability thinking to the context of local action.  Yvonne 
Rydin et al., for example, write that “urban policy needs to focus on experimentation and trial-and-er-
ror in order to develop effective approaches for improving health outcomes. This means a project-based 
emphasis, sensitive to local circumstances and drawing, where possible, on the potential of community 
organizations to self-organise and develop solutions out of local knowledge.” 90  As discussions about 
the sustainable city progress, it would be beneficial to give more attention to the link between urban 
conditions and human health.  This should include incorporating indicators of human health in overall 
assessments of the sustainable city, but also acknowledging that cities must tailor community health 
interventions to local needs.
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I I I .  S U S T A I N A B I L I T Y  I N  C O N T E X T

Sustainability challenges us to reconcile competing values in policy discussions about the develop-
ment, growth, and future of our cities.  Because of this, our understanding of urban sustainability 
is shaped in part by the social and political conditions of cities. To move away from unsustainable 
conditions, cities are challenged to rethink existing patterns of development and technological com-
mitments that no longer correspond with their goals. The present section is a review of how sustain-
ability may stand in tension with a city’s existing economic, technological, and political commitments. 
This review is followed by a consideration of the complementarity of The Sustainable with three other 
Endowments in the Thriving Cities framework—“The Prosperous,” “The Just and Well-Ordered,” and 
“The Beautiful.”

A. THE ECONOMIC CHALLENGE

The tension between economic growth, environmental quality, and human well-being is central to 
sustainability.  Conceptually, sustainability challenges us to move away from zero-sum thinking in 
which investments in the environment and well-being come at the expense of economic growth and 
prosperity.  Integrating sustainability and economic growth may be the primary challenge to the sus-
tainability of cities.  Economist Matthew Kahn, in his book Green Cities: Urban Growth and the Environ-
ment, 91 asserts that an environmental Kuznets curve92 helps explain the motivations of cities to pursue 
policies that enhance the environment and quality of life. Environmental degradation, Kahn explains, 
may be tolerated by cities with struggling economies, as the need for jobs trumps the desire to regulate 
industry or impose costs on new development to protect local environmental resources.  However, as 
incomes rise, the expectations of residents for the quality of the urban environment also rise.  Eco-
nomically prosperous cities will address environmental quality, argue Kahn and others, in order to 
continue to fuel the economic growth of the higher-income postindustrial economy.  Kahn writes, “In 
short, for richer cities the outlook is good.  However, cities that are still climbing the environmental 
Kuznets curve slope may face decades of growing pollution ahead.”93  The environmental Kuznets curve 
challenges urban policymakers to assess the state of local opinion about the tradeoffs between environ-
mental quality and economic growth.  Both globally and in the United States, the argument may raise 
concern that tolerance of pollution will exist in many US cities, sustained by concerns about economic 
growth and the need for jobs.  However, in the context of cities, causal arguments associated with the 
environmental Kuznets curve remain unclear.  Cities investing in local sustainability programs might 
be more attractive venues for jobs, growth, and workers.94 This uncertainty raises the importance of 
understanding the connections between prosperity and sustainability in the Thriving Cities frame-
work.

Promoting sustainability in contemporary discussions about economic development might also be 
difficult because alternate outlooks on economic development may hold more sway with the political 
leaders and economic development professionals promoting their communities and shaping paths for 
growth.  Many cities include a commitment to green jobs and growth in the green economy in their of-
ficial sustainability plans.  For some of these cities, the narrow foundation of existing complementary 
economic activity may become a significant challenge to attaining green jobs goals.95 A narrow associa-
tion between sustainability and green jobs might even hinder broader discussions about sustainability.  
Some economic development professionals may prefer to substitute other terminology for sustain-
ability, such as quality of life.96 Alternate frameworks for economic development, particularly those 
promoting the recruitment of educated workers for technological jobs and those promoting lifestyle 
amenities, may seem attractive to local officials responsible for making their communities attractive to 
business.  

While some scholars suggest complementarity between the adoption of sustainability policies and 
community attributes associated with the creative economy,97 the extent to which local practitioners 
view these frameworks for economic growth as complementary remains uncertain.  Clarifying the 
place of sustainability in the local discourse on economic development may be one of the most import-



THE SUSTAINABLE / Thriving Cities  P A G E  1 6

ant challenges to sustainability in the thriving city; promoting dialogue in this area may be one of the 
most productive methods scholars and practitioners can use to foster engagement and progress.
Of equal concern to US cities in the post-recession era are the real and opportunity costs of investing 
in sustainability policies.  While city budget concerns are a distinct challenge from the integration of 
sustainability and local economic growth, these concerns may be more salient in the day-to-day lives 
of local government practitioners.  Studies that review local policies in support of sustainability almost 
uniformly acknowledge the challenge of local budget constraints.  Cities appear to prefer early adop-
tion sustainability policies with no cost, very little cost, or demonstrable cost savings.  Scholars often 
describe financial benefits as “co-benefits” of the environmental goals of local sustainability policies.98 
Establishing the financial case for investing in sustainability is important for local officials who are 
accountable to the general public and the electorate in a time of economic stress.  

Budgetary pressures on sustainability should be kept in mind for at least two reasons.  First, if efforts 
to enhance local sustainability have financial benefits for local governments, these benefits enhance 
the argument that sustainability contributes to thriving cities.  Parallels between sustainability and 
efficiency in the use of public resources can help local officials build an argument for investing in 
sustainability.  Second, advocates of sustainability must acknowledge when a clear financial case for 
sustainability does not exist.  Sustainability efforts will sometimes have costs, or will sometimes have 
benefits that can only be achieved over the long term.  In these areas, policymakers must foster public 
dialogue in order to consider the value tradeoffs that might exist between budgetary commitments to 
sustainability and support of a less sustainable status quo.

B. THE TECHNOLOGICAL CHALLENGE

Technological advancement is a second challenge for urban sustainability.  As the salience of sustain-
ability rises in various professional communities, the normative pressures and financial incentives for 
innovation increase.  The business case for sustainability often involves the potential for profit associ-
ated with new products that promise to provide social and environmental protection while also open-
ing new markets.99 The pressure for technological innovation related to sustainability is reshaping how 
cities are designed, built, and operated.  For example, stormwater management is one area in which 
engineers and planners have developed new technology and system designs to ameliorate environmen-
tal problems.100 Urban planners and engineers have also worked toward systems that are more resilient 
and redundant in order to ensure that the critical tasks of urban infrastructure are executed, even if 
individual system components fail.101 Many of the sustainability policy goals articulated by cities today 
will be accomplished in part through technological innovation.
The introduction of new technology may also been seen as a threat to the sustainability of cities.  
Technology can be a critical aid in moving cities toward greater sustainability; however, some would 
caution against an over-reliance on technology to address urban sustainability challenges.  Sustainabil-
ity critics emphasize the importance of changing human behavior in the pursuit of communities that 
are more sustainable and more just.102 An emphasis on new technologies with environmental benefits 
may lower expectations about the need or desire for individual actions to promote more sustainable 
communities. Relying on technology in the pursuit of sustainability in cities makes sustainability an 
expert problem, rather than a challenge for broad public debate.  An over-dependence on technological 
change may limit the individual-level actions and benefits of sustainability thinking at the individual 
level.

C. THE POLITICAL CHALLENGE

A third challenge, and perhaps the most pressing for urban sustainability, is the political climate in 
which urban sustainability policies are discussed.  The political coalitions that form in cities to support 
sustainability are both distinct and unique to their local context.  Recent case study inquiries into the 
development of political support for urban sustainability and urban environmentalism show that po-
litical mobilization around sustainability occurs in multiple ways.103 In Alternative Routes to the Sustain-
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able City, Steven Moore documents the evolution of sustainability discussions in Austin, Curitiba, and 
Frankfurt.104   Sustainability efforts in Curitiba, a city of almost two million in southern Brazil, were 
guided “from the top down,” through mayoral leadership and a strong planning emphasis on transpor-
tation and urban design, By contrast, sustainability emerged as an issue in Austin and Frankfurt “from 
the bottom up,” through the efforts of local interest groups.  Moore emphasizes that cities must come to 
an understanding of urban sustainability through a process of abductive reasoning (also referred to as 
inferential reasoning), or through a pragmatic policy process in which cities take the actions most ap-
propriate to their context and their sustainability goals.  Similar arguments can be found in the public 
policy and political science literature.  For example, Elinor Ostrom’s research on common pool resource 
management, while not fully parallel with study of the problems of urban sustainability, emphasizes 
the potential of local resource users to design cooperative policy institutions appropriate to their local 
context and resource needs.105 Gilles Paquet also argues for multiple adaptive approaches to addressing 
sustainability dilemmas, based on multiple scales of problem solving.106  In short, descriptions, pre-
scriptions, and assessments of urban sustainability must be grounded in a firm understanding of local 
governance and political processes, and scholars and practitioners must be prepared to mold their ar-
guments about urban sustainability to the social, political, and ecological contexts of individual cities.

Given the centrality of local political processes to sustainability, we should expect to see strong links 
between local civic life and sustainability policy.  Political participation and civic engagement can 
be considered both a factor that contributes to local sustainability and the goal or product of local 
sustainability efforts.  High levels of civic engagement, public concern about the environment, and 
a supportive political climate may be helpful preconditions to a city’s pursuit of sustainability.  A 
growing number of studies show connections between various measures of civic engagement or social 
capital and local action on sustainability.107 Research on urban politics has documented the value of 
civic engagement and participation in neighborhood governance in enhancing the quality of local 
policy outcomes.108 Citizens who are civically engaged may be more prepared to discuss the integration 
of the environmental, economic, and social priorities of their communities.  While researchers are just 
beginning to explore the mobilization of citizens and nongovernmental organizations around urban 
environmental goals, there is good reason to hypothesize a positive relationship between citizen coop-
eration, co-production behaviors, and coordinated governance of urban sustainability.

Advocates of sustainability also seek to enhance public engagement in urban planning and local policy 
development as a policy goal.  Public engagement with local government can be considered a contri-
bution to urban sustainability because an engaged and knowledgeable public may be better prepared 
to invest in long-term thinking about its city’s future.  An engaged public may also contribute to 
the co-production of urban sustainability initiatives, thereby lowering the costs of public action or 
enhancing the scope of impact.  Through participation in planning and the co-production of sustain-
ability efforts, citizens can participate in the development of local norms of sustainable urban living.  
This interactive and iterative process of engaging the public, enlisting public involvement in social and 
environmental program co-production, and strengthening social connections around the local sustain-
ability agenda requires additional research and understanding.  While scholars in political science and 
public administration illustrate the importance of crafting collaborative venues for civic engagement 
in local policy,109 more must be done to expand understanding of how participatory venues can be 
linked to the conceptualization and implementation of sustainability in thriving cities. 

These optimistic observations on the links between civic engagement and urban sustainability must 
be tempered by acknowledging the barriers to pursuing a politics supportive of urban sustainability.  
First, sustainability will compete with other important local policy priorities for the attention of citi-
zens with scarce time and resources to contribute to local political processes. In order to have citizen 
engagement be most effective in local governance, cities might need to engage in the development of 
capacities specific to the areas of public policy in which citizen co-production is sought.110 Cities might 
also need to invest in a broader general understanding of science and the environment among the mass 
public in order to foster higher levels of engagement with the fields of policy relevant to urban sustain-
ability.111 Second, US cities working on urban sustainability will have to engage a political climate that, 
in some places, can be hostile to policy prescriptions or institutional actors associated with the global 
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sustainability movement.  Skepticism about global climate change and concern about the global gover-
nance institutions and networks involved with sustainability policy discussions have led to a political 
backlash against discussions of sustainability in some parts of the United States.112  Some opposition 
to policies associated with urban sustainability aligns with contemporary political cleavages between 
Republicans and Democrats, with party affiliation predicting whether city officials will support climate 
change policies.113 For those who believe that sustainability prescribes uniform policies across localities, 
policy prescriptions inappropriate to the local context may be highlighted in public debate in order to 
raise general public or elite concern about sustainability as an urban policy goal.  Advocates of urban 
sustainability as a concept or policy initiatives associated with sustainability must directly face the 
political arguments against it.

D. COMPLEMENTARY THRIVING CITIES ENDOWMENTS

Conceptually, sustainability calls upon cities to explore the integration of environmental, economic, 
and social equity imperatives.  So far in this Endowment brief, environmental and economic imper-
atives have been emphasized.  For a more complete understanding of sustainability, considering the 
connections between the Endowment of The Sustainable and The Prosperous, The Just and Well-Or-
dered, and The Beautiful within the Thriving Cities framework seems necessary, in that it will enable 
a more complete discussion of sustainability as currently conceptualized and applied in urban policy. 
Discussion of these links should also point to areas of intersection between Endowments that can be 
explored in more detail through the development of metrics for the Thriving Cities Project.

1. The Sustainable and The Prosperous
First, a sustainable city must be a prosperous city.  The environmental priorities associated with con-
temporary discussions about urban sustainability should not eclipse the question of desired states of 
physical and economic development.  Conceptually, sustainability places prosperity in a global context.  
Our cities can no longer be defined as prosperous if local prosperity comes at the cost of severe dis-
ruption or damage to social and ecological systems beyond the city’s borders.  Municipal governments 
are now hard-pressed to think about economic flows that bring physical resources into cities and 
the chains of social and ecological impact associated with those inflows.  Cities’ residents and public 
and private sectors must also give closer attention to the waste byproducts of their various activi-
ties, reflecting on the impact of those wastes on other communities and resource bases.  Sustainable 
prosperity and local economic growth cannot be predicated on the transfer of resources or the shifting 
of negative externalities to other communities.  For many cities, these imperatives will require a more 
careful consideration of regional models of governance, particularly in regard to water resources, pub-
lic transportation, air quality management, food systems, and solid waste management.114 
Linking sustainability and prosperity should also challenge cities to consider their true economic 
strengths and the economic transactions that occur within their borders.  In many ways, the field of lo-
cal economic development is already focused on the development of local economic strengths because 
of theories of economic growth, including those advanced in the work of Michael Porter, that direct 
policymakers to analyze and build upon local clusters of economic strength.115 This logic integrates with 
the approach of sustainability advocates who encourage economic development practitioners to foster 
activity in the local economy by maintaining connections among local business and industry before 
turning outside the city.116 Just as cities become more contentious about external economic dependen-
cies, they must seek to build more interconnected networks of local business, economic change, and 
locally based economic growth.

2. The Sustainable and The Just and Well-Ordered
Second, a sustainable city must also be just and well ordered.  Concerns about social justice and equity 
are central to discussions of urban sustainability.  Environmental sustainability has come into focus 
for cities alongside the rethinking of the benefits of urban economic development.  Sustainable cities 
must create opportunities for a wide range of city residents, and advocates of sustainable development 
should promote many of the same policies that have been discussed by advocates of equity in urban 
development over the last three decades.117 Sustainable cities must create paths of economic opportu-
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nity for the full range of city residents and other participants in urban life.118 Beyond this, justice and 
equity extend to environmental concerns.  The environmental disamenities associated with urban life, 
including proximity to environmental risks, industrial pollutants, and locally undesirable land uses, 
must be analyzed within an equity framework to consider their geographic location and distribution 
within cities.  Cities that are just, well ordered, and sustainable will make investments in urban envi-
ronments and economic growth in a manner that will broadly benefit all of their neighborhoods and 
socioeconomic segments.

3. The Sustainable and the Beautiful
Third, a sustainable city should give careful consideration to the integration of beauty as a sustainabil-
ity goal.  Urban sustainability advocates are giving attention to beauty in nature, urban design, and 
human expression in public spaces.  Enhancing urban beauty through the expansion of natural spaces 
may be one goal, but sustainability may also require municipal governments to help residents rethink 
their ideas about natural beauty.  Education about the local landscape and native flora may be required, 
particularly in cities where non-native plant species are popular.119  Public art can also be used as an av-
enue for the extension of urban sustainability efforts.  For example, sustainability education delivered 
through public schools and nongovernmental organizations frequently integrates art in order to com-
municate environmental goals or messages to the broader public.  These efforts include large murals, 
installations in parks and public spaces, and signs and displays around drain covers and other public 
infrastructure.  In sum, The Sustainable can challenge our conceptualization of environmental beauty 
in the city as well as integrate our concern about sustainability with art.
This section has highlighted three challenges for The Sustainable as an Endowment of thriving cit-
ies—economic, technological, and political.  Complementarity between sustainability and three other 
Endowments has also been discussed tentatively, with a focus on The Prosperous, The Just and Well-Or-
dered, and The Beautiful. Next, tentative suggestions on how to measure the performance of sustain-
ability in cities will be offered, with an emphasis on the importance of public inclusion, dialogue, and 
policy learning.

IV.  SUSTAINABILITY METRICS

Urban sustainability has become extensively measured by city governments and nongovernmental 
organizations.  In his early assessment of sustainability efforts in US cities, Kent Portney  noted that 
sustainability indicators initiatives were frequently among the first things undertaken by cities start-
ing work on a sustainability program.120 Indicators of the status of local environmental, economic, and 
social conditions can provide cities with a foundation for understanding the current state of affairs, 
establishing goals for a sustainable future, and assessing progress toward sustainability on a regular 
basis.  Sustainability indicators progress reports can now be found for cities across the United States, 
such as Baltimore, Grand Rapids, Minneapolis, Seattle, and Tallahassee.  The careful tracking of local 
sustainability data may be seen as complementary to the goals of the Thriving Cities Project.  Cities are 
establishing metrics with which to assess performance and measure progress toward a more sustain-
able future.  Yet the wide range of metrics being tracked by cities portend difficulty in establishing 
common ground across cities if we hope to assess a limited number of keystone indicators related to 
sustainability. In the present section of this Endowment brief, consideration is given the characteris-
tics we might desire of keystone indicators of urban sustainability. The brief then concludes with the 
identification of a set of broad but important indicators of sustainability that might be assessed across 
a wide range of local contexts.

An emphasis on performance measurement has significantly influenced the current practice of public 
management in city governments.121  While some cities have invested in making big data available to 
the public and civic hackers, management systems have not kept pace with the growing collection of 
information available about city conditions and services.  Public organizations appear limited in their 
ability to use data to learn about problems or pathologies in organizational processes in order to fun-
damentally rethink policy design or approaches to solving public problems.122 For cities thinking about 
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sustainability as a dimension of thriving, attention should be given to the intended use of sustainabil-
ity metrics.  Metrics will be useful to the extent that they help cities learn and make progress toward 
their sustainability goals.  Many current metrics of urban sustainability offer snapshot tracking of 
indicators, but do not provide cities with clear guidance on policy or operations.  Further, many sus-
tainability indicators are specific to the social, political, and ecological context of the city that selected 
them, an attribute that can complicate comparisons across jurisdictions.  In order to move toward 
sustainability metrics that allow for broad assessment of sustainability in the context of a thriving 
city, the discussion below emphasizes sustainability metrics—i.e., keystone measures—that could be 
deployed in a wide range of cities to assess urban sustainability consistently across diverse ecological 
and social contexts.

The emphasis on community assessment also pushes us to consider sustainability metrics that do not 
copy current practices in the field.  Any city beginning a sustainability metrics project can scrutinize 
the work of other cities and copy and paste measures that seem relevant to its local context.  Re-artic-
ulating popular measures would not be useful here.  Instead, scholars and practitioners are encour-
aged to consider measures of urban sustainability that will tell a clear story about environmental and 
human well-being, regardless of a city’s distinct ecology.  In other words, sustainability metrics must 
avoid measuring things that are easy to count, like annual tree plantings, but that provide unclear or 
unequally distributed environmental and human health benefits.123 

Keeping in mind the challenge of designing assessment metrics that allow for learning and compara-
bility across jurisdictions, the following five measures are proposed as keystone indicators of urban 
sustainability, as defined by environmental and human well-being.

First, on the basis of the work of Portney,124 it can be observed that sustainability requires local knowl-
edge of relevant environmental and health indicators. Many cities begin with a sustainability indica-
tors project because this work helps focus a city’s attention on the environmental and social concerns 
most relevant to the local context.  While sustainability indicators have grown very complex in some 
communities, the establishment of a core set of sustainability indicators that are monitored and re-
ported on annually can serve as a foundation for assessing the extent to which a community is tracking 
sustainability.  This requires an ongoing commitment to monitor, report, and reflect upon measures of 
concern in the community.

Second, given the prevalent focus on GHG emissions and climate change, air pollutants and climate 
must be factors in the assessment of urban sustainability.  However, per capita GHG reductions and 
other measures do not necessarily allow for clear comparability across cities, and the link between 
environmental and human health is opaque.  Instead, a set of assessment measures linking air, climate, 
and health should be considered.  For example, the National Weather Service issues “Excessive Heat 
Warnings” when high temperatures post a danger to human health.  The US Environmental Protection 
Agency’s Air Quality Index, a metric the EPA uses to alert the public to unhealthy and hazardous levels 
of air pollutants, provides a more precise indicator of potential health consequences of poor air quali-
ty.  For the purpose of assessment, both measures could be used to assess the number of days per year 
that a city experiences conditions that pose an environmental health risk to the public.

Third, good water quality and effective wastewater treatment have long been recognized as essential 
to human health and urban sanitation.  Still, cities throughout the United States find it necessary to 
pump untreated wastewater into waterways during extremely heavy rains or other emergencies.  Cit-
ies monitor and report combined sewer overflows and sanitary sewer overflows to both the EPA and the 
general public.  The annual number of discharge events serves as one indicator of the extent to which 
water quality is being maintained, in this case through the effective treatment of effluent.  A ratio mea-
sure, such as annual overflow gallons per capita in a city or metropolitan region, might be preferred for 
comparing water quality across jurisdictions.  

Fourth, research reviewed in this Endowment brief points to potential human benefits of maintaining 
connections with nature. A per capita measure of preserved open space, trails, and parkland would 
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thus be beneficial to an understanding of the potential in a city or metropolitan region for human con-
tact with nature.  While this measure would not convey information about the actual individual-level 
experience of nature, it would acknowledge that a stock of public open space and park infrastructure 
provides opportunities for outdoor recreation and engagement. 

Fifth, local governments frequently receive advice from appointed citizen boards or committees in or-
der to gauge informed public sentiment about various issues.  While cities like Baltimore benefit from 
the presence of a federally funded long-term ecological research program, many others do not have at 
their disposal relevant environmental and public health research to inform local decision making.  A 
new standard for local environmental governance might be the assembly and appointment of a science 
committee to review research relevant to local government.125  While more cities are establishing sus-
tainability committees to comment on city policy, these committees might not contain a membership 
that is able to scrutinize and synthesize the best scientific advice for the community.  Outreach by city 
governments may be necessary to forge links with the scientific community so that research findings 
could be translated into language relevant to a city’s social and ecological context.  This is not to suggest 
that democratic governance defer to scientific expertise; rather, cities should be acknowledged for 
taking steps to improve their understanding and use of science to inform local policy.

These five metrics are proposed in the interest of advancing a discussion about how communities can 
position themselves to learn more about sustainability and thriving.  With this small list of indicators, 
cities of any size can move forward with a sustainability discussion that allows a more focused local 
dialogue on environmental and human well-being. This simple list of indicators also captures relevant 
observations of environmental and governance conditions that can be applied to begin an assessment 
of the Endowment of The Sustainable.

V .  C O N C L U S I O N

Sustainability should be considered a fundamental concern for a thriving city.  Cities will not achieve a 
state of thriving, nor will they perpetuate that state, if they do not craft policies that support the envi-
ronmental and human well-being of current and future residents.  Urban sustainability has become a 
focus for city governments across the United States, though cities vary in the extent to which they pur-
sue sustainability policies and in the extent to which they associate these policies with a sustainability 
framework.  This Endowment brief reviewed the debate surrounding the concept of urban sustainabil-
ity.  Sustainability is now discussed in cities around the globe, with diverse initiatives underway to 
address economic, environmental, and social goals. The discussion in the present brief has focused on 
the narrow framing of The Sustainable within the Thriving Cities framework, as an Endowment related 
to environmental and human well-being.  This constrained definition was then discussed in the context 
of other Endowments related to a thriving city.

By situating The Sustainable as a narrow Endowment within the broader Thriving Cities framework, 
this discussion embraces the need to contest and debate the meaning of sustainability within the social 
and ecological context of individual cities. If goals such as being sustainable or thriving are to be pur-
sued, new procedures of governance must be developed to aid communities in scrutinizing current as-
sumptions about how we use natural resources and how we interact with the environment.  The reader 
is encouraged to ponder these challenges while sitting on a park bench, taking every opportunity to 
observe the intersection of nature and human life within his or her city and community.  The Endow-
ment of The Sustainable should foster more attention to how we live in our urban environment, and 
how we assemble the necessary expertise to make decisions to design our cities in a way that protects 
and promotes environmental resources while also maximizing the benefits to human health of nature 
and urban design.
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