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Five documents to establish the Founding Narrative for 
Sustainability 

- Meadows Report 1972

- Stockholm Conference 1972

- Brandt Report 1980

- Brundtland Report 1987
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Meadows Report, The limits to growth, 1972 

Approach: 
- System 
- Global
- Long term perspective
- Interdependencies between various areas

Main Topics:
- Scarcity of resources 
- Degradation of environmental quality
- Interdependencies between various socio-economic areas
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Meadows Report, The limits to growth, 1972 

Five major trends – driving factors: 
- Accelerating industrialisation 

- Rapid population growth 

- Widespread malnutrition

- Depletion of non-renewable resources

- Deteriorating environment

Limits of the(ir) “limits”:

- Global, systemic but deterministic approach!
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Meadows Report, The limits to growth, 1972

Limits of the(ir) “limits”:

- Global, systemic but deterministic approach!
“In 1970 the population totaled 3.6 billion and the rate of growth was 2.1 percent per year.2 The 

doubling time at this growth rate is 33 years. Thus, not only has the population been growing 

exponentially, but the rate of growth has also been growing.

We might say that population growth has been "super"- exponential; the population curve is rising 

even faster than it would if growth were strictly exponential.” 

(Meadows 1972: 34)
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Stockholm Conference, 1972 
Only One Earth UN Conference on the Human Environment
- First UN Conference on the environment

- 1200 participants, 113 counties

- Establishment of UNEP (Nairobi)

Topics & Issues:

- Frame is more the man than the environment

- Critical towards catch-up development/catch up 

modernisation
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Stockholm Conference, 1972 
Only One Earth UN Conference on the Human Environment

Main contribution to the sustainability concept:

- Brings in North-South conflict (developing vs industrialised 

countries) and connects this topic with Meadow’s nature catastrophe 

perspective

- The social global dimension is now in the centre

- Addressing the states / policy
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Brandt Report, 1980
Just, participation and sustainable society

Topics:

- Concrete challenge of catch up modernisation/development

- Development vs growth

- “The rich north vs the poor south”

Main contribution to the sustainability concept:

- Names precisely the conflict between development (catch-

up modernisation, one path) and growth

- Multicultural approach
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Brundtland Report, 1987

First Definition:

“Sustainable Development is a development that meets the needs of the 

present without comprising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs. [...]

It contains within it two key concepts:

- The concept of ‘needs’, in particular the essential needs of the 

world’s poor,  to which overriding priority should be given, and

- The idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and 

social organisation on the environment’s ability to meet present and 

needs.” 

(Brundtland 1987: 41) 
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Brundtland Report, 1987

“… technology and social organization can be both managed and improved 

to make way for a new era of economic growth.” 

(Brundtland 1987: 41)

→ Development is principally controllable 

→ Growth is requested, but should be qualitative – i.e. sustainable

→ Innovative future oriented technologies get in the focal point!

- Out of 22 principles, 21 are addressing the state/political system
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Common features from the five documents

→ System approach

→ Interdisciplinary

→ Complexity

→ Crisis driven

→ Future oriented

→ Manageability / Controllability of the development
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Weak sustainability: 
Natural capital and human capital 
are exchangeable -
i.e. Natural capital loss can be compensated 
by growth in human capital

Strong sustainability:
Natural capital and human capital 
are NOT exchangeable - there is a 
qualitative difference between 
them
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Weak vs. Strong sustainability
Source: Pelenc et al. 2015
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Strategies, Dimensions and Side-effects
Influence level of the different strategies



33

Strategies, Dimensions and Side-effects

Environment SocialEnvironment EconomyDimensions

Sustainability - matrix

Needs, EthicsNature, resources Growth, competitiveness

Environment ConsistencyEfficiency SufficiencyStrategies
Circular thinking, 

regeneration time

Resource use, input 

per output

Reduction, substitution

revision of habits



34

Strategies, Dimensions and Side-effects

Environment SocialEnvironment EconomyDimensions

Sustainability - matrix

Needs, EthicsNature, resources Growth, competitiveness

Environment ConsistencyEfficiency SufficiencyStrategies
Circular thinking, 

regeneration time

Resource use, input 

per output

Reduction, substitution

revision of habits

Environment AcceptanceConservation SolidarityCriteria Participation Justice ...



35

Strategies, Dimensions and Side-effects

Environment SocialEnvironment EconomyDimensions

Sustainability - matrix
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“Renewables don't lose an ecological problem, 

only transform them into another physical, 
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