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ecosystems—such as the land and soil, atmosphere, freshwater resources and 
oceans—but encompasses all natural resources, from the smallest biomes to the 
most complex living systems.

Social sustainability is the ability of social systems (such as families, commu-
nities, regions, or nations) to provide for the needs of their people so that they can 
attain a stable and healthy standard of living. Aspects of social sustainability include 
equity, justice, fair governance systems, human rights, quality of life, and diversity. 
A socially sustainable society would be one in which people can rely on a depend-
able infrastructure for health, order, education, and employment, while also feeling 
interconnected to others in social and cultural life.

Economic sustainability is the ability of the economy to support indefi-
nite growth while ensuring a minimum quality of life for all members of society. 
However, there is an inverse relationship between economic growth and environ-
mental conservation. That is, economic development generally causes environmental 
degradation (but not always in the same region). Therefore, sustainable economic 
development would address overconsumption in the developed world and find 
ways to manage resource use and the environmental impacts of growing economies.

Where the three pillars overlap, certain goals should be met for a sustainable 
outcome. For instance, as seen in Figure 12.2, where the environment interfaces 
with society, life should be bearable. Where society interfaces with the econ-
omy, life should be equitable. Finally, where economic and environmental issues 
overlap, life should be viable.

While the three-pillar model provides a good place to begin a sustainability 
discussion, alternate models have also been proposed. The model in Figure 12.3 
shows the fundamental importance of the environment to provide for sustained 
life on earth. If the environment is depleted, social structures will collapse and there 
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Figure 12.2
THE THREE PILLARS 
OF SUSTAINABILITY
The three pillars of 
sustainability (social, 
environmental, and 
economic) are shown 
in this diagram as equal 
components of a healthy 
and stable system.
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