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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to show that unless epistemic and moral indices of 

progress are adequately appreciated, it may be difficult to achieve the goals 

of sustainable development. It is premised on the fact that sustainable 

development is a particularly complex socio-ecological concern. While 

science is an essential prerequisite for developing a sustainable culture, it is 

important to develop moral and multidimensional approaches to humanize 

the quest for sustainable development. This study provides a concise 

outlook and typology on how moral policy interfaces should be organised 

and highlights the fact that there is a systematic lack of discussion on the 

role of moral knowledge in developing sustainable development policies.  

 

1. Introduction 

The notion of sustainability seems to have become a kind of mantra of the 

present days. It is repeated almost to exhaustion in all types of discourses 

relating to social development (and growth). As noted by Boff (2011), “It is 

fashionable these days to talk of sustainability”. But the sustainability that 

everyone has in mind seems not to be easily reduced to some universal 

moral indicators. The general idea of defining sustainable development as 
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a development process that does not compromise nature’s base does not 

point clearly to the indicators.  

According to Alfsen and Seabo (1993) a sustainable development indicator 

should provide condensed and neutral information about the state and 

development of an environmental or economic asset to the general public. 

As long as the indicator concerns states of the environment or natural 

resources over which the national government has some level of influence 

or control, there is a causal link between government policy and 

performance on the indicator. Hence, properly crafted indicators also make 

it possible for the general public (the electorate) to evaluate current national 

environmental policies (the politicians). Indicators can thus discipline 

politicians to follow sustainable policies. Given the difficulty in precisely 

defining sustainable development, it should come as no surprise that it has 

proven just as hard to agree on a single, limited set of indicators for 

measuring it. There are ample evidence of the truth in the diversity and 

breadth of existing sustainable development indicators. While diversity 

and breath are not undesirable in and of themselves, and can even be an 

advantage in an emerging area like the measurement of sustainable 

development. They do mean that sustainable development indicators today 

lack some of the hallmarks of official statistics; notably, international 

comparability and consistency over time. There is therefore need to develop 

some moral framework with which to measure sustainable development 

across all countries of the world.  

It is also important to note the commonly used indicators such as the gross 

national product (GNP) and measurements of individual resource or 

pollution flows do not provide adequate indications of sustainability. 

Methods for assessing interactions between different sectoral, 

environmental, demographic, social and developmental parameters are not 

sufficiently developed or applied. Indicators of sustainable development 

need to be developed to provide solid base for decision-making at all levels 

and to contribute to a self-regulating sustainability of integrated 

environment and development systems.  
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Boff (2011: 12) rightly argues that “sustainability as a noun demands a 

change in the relationship with nature, with life and with the earth. This 

change begins with a different vision of reality”. This study is an attempt to 

show the episteme and moral indices that must underlie the notion of 

sustainable development everywhere in the world.  

 

2.0 Sustainable Development, an Ethical Concept 

Sustainable development is development that ensures non-declining per 

capita national wealth by replacing or conserving the source of that wealth; 

that is, stocks of produced, human, social and natural capital. But to 

adequately appreciate sustainability within a moral framework, it is 

important to do two things. First, it is important to interrogate the concept 

of sustainability. Second, it is important to define the moral imperatives of 

the notion of sustainable development. Third, it is important to consider 

and aggregate the episteme-that-is all the assumptions, discursions and 

paradigm that have been made so far concerning sustainable development.  

Gomis, Parra, Hoffman, and Mcnulty (2011) define sustainability within the 

ethics framework and posit a kind of virtue similar to the Aristotelian 

notion of “prudence and temperance”. For them, sustainability refers to a 

moral way of acting, and ideally habitual, in which is consistent with a 

harmonious relationship with those domains that is conducive to a 

flourishing life. (Gomis et al., p. 176). 

John Ehrenfeld defines sustainability as “the possibility that humans and 

other life will flourish on earth forever” (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 49). He 

suggested that sustainability is an existential problem, not an 

environmental or social one, therefore we cannot and will not begin to take 

care of the world until we become whole ourselves. Ehrenfeld’s position on 

sustainability gives a solid foundation to the often-cited Brundtlund’s 

position on sustainable development which involves meeting “the needs of 

the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and Development, 

1987, p.8). This is because it shows that there is more than just a wish to do 
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some good will for the future generation, for sustainability is moral 

obligation, Put another way, the goal of sustainability is to meet the basic 

needs of all and extend to everyone the opportunity to fulfil their 

aspirations for a better life, while moderating and renewing the use of finite 

resources (Shrivastava, 1995). 

Sustainable development must be defined based on moral values and 

principles. It must consider people’s welfare today, but also tomorrow. This 

means a rational use of the resources and environmental protection in ways 

that support the sustained sanity of all present and all future generations. 

Keeping the individual in the centre of all concerns means, firstly 

understanding the way the person can have a fulfilling life. Beyond the 

biological sphere, the human needs are complex and for more than two 

millennia, the world’s thinkers have searched for solutions, means, ways to 

achieve welfare and happiness. Among these solutions there also stands 

sustainable development, founded on practical and also on moral 

considerations. The principles of sustainable development are general, 

being globally valid, but they need to be applied nationwide. 

The ethics of sustainable development, its moral motivation, begins from 

ecological ethics, but it is much more complex. Protecting the environment 

is an absolutely necessary aspect, but not sufficient, for there may be a 

healthy and clean natural environment where people could live in poorness 

or not at all. And ecological ethics can be centred on certain disadvantaged 

or endangered species or on threatened natural area, whilst the sustainable 

development ethics refers firstly to people. Although initially sustainable 

development was confused mostly to environmental protection against 

industrial pollution, the concept embraced very quickly new aspects with 

respect to social ethics.  

Sustainable development has a social solidarity dimension- it has raised the 

issue that the underdeveloped countries would necessarily focus on the 

economic development (as an only chance), without giving as much 

importance to the ecological aspects, situation that however changes when 

it comes to developed countries, which have no excuse (morally speaking) 
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to develop without protecting the well-being of the Planet (Kibert, 2012). 

Furthermore, the existent technologies- biotechnology, genetic engineering, 

nanotechnology, robotics etc, can also have other negative effects on 

mankind, in the present and in the future, other than the impact on the 

environment, but not less serious and with less important ethical 

implications, matters addressed by bioethics (Kibert, 2012, pp. 47-57). 

 

2.1 Sustainable Development Indicators 

Generally there are two main strands of literature on sustainable 

development indicators. The first strand is called the Driving forces-

Pressure-States-Impacts-Responses (DPSIR), while the other strand is 

called the capital approach. 

 

2.1.1 Dpsir Approach 

This approach seeks to identify already existing statics within some 

specified field and assign them to certain categories (driving forces, 

pressures, states, impacts, and responses). The framework was developed 

by the European Environmental Agency in the 1990’s based on a pressure-

state-response (PSR) model developed by OECD (EFA 1998, OECD 1991 

and 1993). Each field should ideally include indicators from all categories. 

Applied to the climate change field, we could for instance end up with the 

following set of indicators that nearly all are in use by nation states today: 

 Driving forces indicators: Population growth, economic growth  

 Pressure indicators: Total GHG emissions of a country, carbon 

footprint of final consumption etc.  

 State indicators: National and/or global annual mean temperature, 

GHG emissions as compared to the Kyoto treaty target ect.  

 Impacts indicators: Weather related accidents, economic losses from 

such events, etc.  

 Response indicators: Income from CO2 taxes, expenditure for GHG 

emissions reduction activities etc. 
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One problem with the DPSIR approach is that it does not provide any 

guidance beyond the classification of indicators. Since there are very many 

possible measure of climate policy that fits into one of the categories, the 

selection of the final indicators is vulnerable to special interests and political 

pressure to present a glossy picture. Another problem is the choice of 

benchmark which seems arbitrary. And the above problems are essentially 

a product or the lack of placement of moral indices. 

 

2.1.2 The Capital Approach 

The capital approach seeks to narrow down the number of possible 

indicators to the main forms of capital. The underlying idea is that welfare 

is “produced” by use of various types of capital: real or produced capital, 

natural (including environmental) capital and, sometimes, social capital 

(UNECE 2009, Stiglitz et al. 2009, Alfsen and Moe 2008, Arrow et al. 2010). 

According to the capital approach sustainable development indicators 

should ideally concern the status of the various stocks of capital, i.e. states 

of the environment, natural resources, human capital etc., and not flows like 

Green House Gasses emissions per year, energy usage per unit of GDP, 

educational attainment per year etc. Secondly, one should ideally measure 

all types of capital as the money value of the stock and not the physical 

value of the stock e.g. number of Atlantic cod, square kilometres of 

untouched nature etc. 

The capital approach has its own problems, and these problems would not 

allow for the effective definition of sustainable development. The applied 

literature on the capital approach has mainly chosen to focus on the genuine 

saving indicator (World Bank, 2006), also called comprehensive 

investments by Arrow et al. (2010). The genuine savings indicator focuses 

on the changes in the capital stocks instead of the total value of the capital 

stocks. On the one hand there typically have positive investments in man-

made capital and human capital, while on the other hand you may have 

negative investments connected to environmental degradation and 

depletion of non-renewable natural resource. 
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2.2 Indicators and Indices of Sustainability 

This piece argues that moral consideration must be the thrust of the quest 

for sustainable development. The section of this shall focus on some of the 

indices of a morally grounded policy. Indeed, to achieve the ambitious 

sustainable Development Goals, the global population needs to experience 

a paradigm shift that transforms mindsets across board, refocusing 

collective efforts on safeguarding our planet’s health and longevity, and 

prioritizing sustainability over short-term benefits. The good news is that 

the “will to act” already exists. We see it in the proliferation on 

sustainability conscious grassroots movements and like-minded 

government and business initiatives.  

The importance of moderation as a cornerstone of the actually realization 

of the sustainable development can never be over emphasized. If one is 

moderate in one’s desires, one will have less craving. If one has less craving, 

one will take less advantage of others. If all nations hold this concept 

without being extreme or insatiable in one’s desires, the world will be a 

happier place”. These days, developing a “moderation mindset” is of 

paramount importance given the world’s increasingly stretched resources. 

Suitable development policies must advocate finding the middle ground 

between necessity and luxury, self-deprivation and over-indulgence, 

tradition and modernization, as well as self-reliance and dependency. 

Across the globe, moderation in all facets of life will be crucial to achieving 

key SDG targets such as less wasteful consumption and production 

patterns, the curbing of fossil fuel usage, and the sustainable management 

of marine and terrestrial ecosystems. 

The second pair of a morally grounded sustainable development policy is 

reasonableness. People must be asked to take into consideration the impact 

their actions and decisions may have both on others and the world around 

us. In the context of sustainable development, it is easy to see how even 

small individual decisions we make each day, like littering or putting our 

garbage into a proper container, are reasonable or not, because they either 

solve or create problems. But the same can be used of high-level policies 
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formulated by companies or governments, who ultimately make decisions 

that impact sustainability on much larger scale. Within the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development, reasonableness has numerous practical 

applications in combating climate change, promoting equality and justice, 

developing clean energy sources and cutting down on pollution. 

Another intrinsic part of a morally reasonable sustainable philosophy is 

prudence, which is all about assessing potential risks, working 

methodically, achieving a level of competence and self-reliance before 

proceeding further, and taking care not to overreach one’s capabilities. The 

kind of risk management advocated by the third pillar of SEP applies 

almost across the board on global issues of significance including health, 

food, water, and energy security. 

In broader terms, Sustainable Development policy must focus on 

promoting human development through a people-centred approach. This 

is very much in line with the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda. With 

a commitment to “Leave No One Behind”, SDGs must stress on taking a 

multi-stakeholder approach that involves all relevant actors, including 

communities and people directly impacted by decision-making. 

Additionally, SEP places particular emphasis on cultivating sustainability 

mindsets in our younger generation, who will be tasked with safeguarding 

the planet. A unique aspect of SEP is that it also takes into account the value 

of local wisdom, culture and heritage and how these features can serve as 

key assets in addressing localized development challenges.  

Perhaps, the greatest strength of Sustainable Development policies would 

be how it can be applied to so many different areas of life, and by extension, 

to so many different Sustainable Development Goals. It is equally valid 

when it comes to facing such contemporary quandaries as the worrying rise 

of household debt, or when trying to surmount the difficulties faced by big 

business where growth and increasing profits are always priorities. There 

must be the conscious effort at improving businesses, communities, civil 

society organizations and individual’s ability to contribute toward 

sustainability by following the moral principles. The philosophy has also 
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been successfully integrated into the constitution and the working plans of 

virtually every government agency.  

 

2.3 Epistemic and Moral Institutions for Sustainable Development 

Sustainable development requires an integrated approach to decision-

making, incorporating social, environmental and economic dimensions. 

Since 1992, the integrated nature of sustainable development has posed 

challenges to institutions that were often not designed to work across 

boundaries. Scholars have tried to address these challenges with various 

concepts, such as horizontal integration, boundary-spanning, strategic 

public management, and meta-governance. Examples of informal 

institutions are (the usually unwritten) social norms, customs or traditions 

that shape thought, attitudes and behaviour. Formal and informal 

institutions structure the distribution of opportunities, assets and resources 

in society. For example, political settlements establish the formal rules for 

managing political and economic relations (such as electoral processes, 

constitutions, and market regulations), as well as the informal division of 

power and resources. 

There are different types of institutions, depending on the domains they 

organize: those governing the reproduction of society- notably individual’s 

life-cycle, memberships and statuses 15 and those regulating interactions, 

example (e.g., code of conduct), in various domains (e.g., political, 

economic, social). Economic relations, political governance and social 

norms within families and communities are key institutional domains 

influencing development outcomes.  

Together, these institutions determine the degree to which social relations 

are inclusive. Each country has a different “starting point” and preference 

for governance styles, due to constitutional settings, traditions, culture, 

political practice, geography and resulting environmental, social and 

economic circumstances. However, the demands of participation in various 

international regimes make policy coordination across government a key 

factor in determining effective and inclusive governance at the national 
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level. With such sweeping scope and reach, institutions are fundamental to 

determining whether a person or community is excluded or included from 

development and progress. Institutions can trigger behaviour and trends 

that can have positive or negative impacts for developmental outcomes, 

and in particular for inclusiveness. On the other hand, power holders can 

shape institutions for the benefit of some rather than all groups of society. 

Institutions that are not inclusive potentially infringe upon rights and 

entitlements, can undermine equal opportunities, voice and access to 

resources and services and perpetuate economic disadvantage. They can 

also have a negative impact on noneconomic dimensions of poverty, 

including lack of access to services, lack of voice in decision-making, and 

vulnerability to violence and corruption. Moreover, institutions that are not 

inclusive in one sphere can multiply disadvantage in others. 

Inclusive institutions give equal rights and entitlements, and enable equal 

opportunities, voice and access to all resources and services. They are 

typically based on principles of universality (e.g. universal access to justice 

or services; universal age-related state pension), non-discrimination (e.g. 

meritocratic recruitment in the civil service; inheritance laws that protect 

widow’s land rights), or targeted action, which is needed where some 

people and groups are particularly disadvantaged, and therefore require 

differential treatment to achieve the equivalent outcomes (e.g. quotas to 

increase the proportion of women political representatives; budget rules 

that prioritize investment in disadvantaged areas). 

Economic institutions shape the rights, 19 regulatory framework and 

degree of rent-seeking and corruption, in land, housing, labour, and credit 

markets. Examples of formal economic institutions include property rights 

and labour laws. Many cross-country statistical studies find that more 

inclusive economic institutions improve economic outcomes. The quality of 

institutions-such as security of property rights and strength of the rule of 

law- is a strong determinant of income levels. Some cross country studies 

suggests the reverse order of causality; specifically, that income levels, 
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educational attainment and economic growth all lead to stronger 

institutions, not the other way around.  

Regarding political institutions, their quality, gender balance and their level 

of genuine inclusiveness seem to be important determining factors for 

sustainable development. Some cross-country econometric studies find that 

better-more inclusive-governnance reduces poverty and improves human 

development outcomes relating to, for example, infant mortality, literacy, 

and health. While evidence has shown that holding elections alone has no 

significant impact on development, deeper measures of political inclusion, 

including political competition, issues-based political parties, and 

competitive recruitment to these parties-have significant effect. 

There is less research on the impact of inclusive social norms. One study 

suggests social trust has a strong positive effect on economic growth. 

Norms of non-discrimination against women, ethnic, religious and caste 

minorities may be particularly important in this regard. Discriminatory 

social norms can trap people in exploitative relationships and push them 

into chronic poverty. For example, the Chronic Poverty Research Centre, 

based on longitudinal panel data from multiple countries, identifies five 

chronic poverty traps: insecurity reduced capacity of poor households to 

cope with conflict, shocks and natural hazards; limited citizenship-lack of a 

meaningful political voice and effective and legitimate political 

representation and power; spatial disadvantage-remoteness, political 

disadvantage and weak integration; social discrimination and social 

relationships of power, patronage, empowerment, competition, 

collaboration, support; and poor work opportunities, work opportunities 

can be limited, inaccessible, or exploitative for poor people, in particular 

women and girls. Given the linkages between poverty, social 

discrimination, development and human rights, national human rights 

institutions can play a role in advising state institutions and monitoring 

progress in the implementation of the Agenda at the local, national, 

regional and international levels. They can help ensure accountability to the 

people by disclosing inequality and discrimination, including through 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                                                               www.ichekejournal.com 
 

The Epistemic and Moral Indices for Sustainable Development               12 

innovative and inclusive approaches to data-collection and partnerships 

with rights-holders, vulnerable and marginalized groups.  

Strengthening inclusive institutions involves transforming power relations 

and incentives, incorporating marginalized people and groups, addressing 

social, political and economic drivers of exclusive institutions, 35 

decreasing tension between new and existing institutions, targeting and 

unifying intervention and integrationist policies, addressing gender 

inequality, understanding social norms and behavioural changes, and 

promoting coherence between support to institutions operating in different 

spheres (economic, political and social). Institutions are constituted and 

perpetuated by people, and changing them is always a complex process. 

Reforming institutions is not just about passing new regulations or 

establishing new bodies. The design and implementation of institutions 

need to take into account the capacities of people and organizations. 

Consequently, overly ambitious and technocractic institutional reforms 

have often resulted in little improvement being made in function, in spite 

of changes in appearances and structures. 

Institutions mirror the culture and history of the national contexts from 

which they emerge and in which they are meant to work. This cultural 

dimension of institutions means that “best practices” are elusive and at best 

relative. The cultural dimension of institutions  building and their 

underlying values have to be taken into account (e.g. by striving for at least 

a minimum of cultural compatibility during transformations to new and 

more inclusive institutions), as they can be very resistant to change and not 

accounting for them can lead to failure in changing institutions.  

It is, therefore, important to support drivers of institutional change. 

Examples used over the world have included facilitation and strengthening 

of stakeholder feedback mechanisms, review mechanisms, and support to 

design and implementation of client voice mechanisms (e.g. citizen report 

cards), as well as promotion of public information disclosure at national 

and local levels. Large numbers of better educated, and politically and 

economically inspirational young men and women, effective organizations 
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to represent them, and the middle classes that support more inclusive 

institutions are all vital. Growing migration and urbanization offer 

possibilities for social mobility and stronger voices for inclusive 

institutional change, but can also increase marginalization within cities. It 

is in this context that the chapter looks at two particular types of 

institutions, NCSDs, and parliaments. Even though they are of different 

nature and serve different functions, they both strive for representation and 

inclusion and can be important mechanisms to ensure that no one is left 

behind in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda. 

 

Conclusion 

The impetus of this paper has being to study and assess the sustainable 

development landscape to help weave the basic fabric for sustainability and 

moral principles, and in so doing, align and position ourselves with the 

most central issue in human history. This paper has so far argued that virtue 

and morality must undergird the foundations of sustainability and 

sustainable development in every human society; and all the related field 

of systems thinking: economics, geography and strategic management 

must be aggregated into a scientific episteme to operationalize 

sustainability. The time is now for humans to embrace the challenges and 

opportunities ahead so that life on earth can continue to flourish. 

Sustainable development is beyond some economic models that aim 

exclusively to achieve unlimited material progress; it is a moral concern, 

hence, must be the emphasis on the moral foundations that dissuade the 

compromise the sanity nature’s resource base. 
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