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Abstract 

The Rio+20 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development is expected to result in 

the launching of a process to devise a set of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2015. 

Whilst indicators are perceived to be a good vehicle of monitoring progress, currently there is 

no universally agreed method of measuring sustainable development. This thesis addresses 

this issue through assessing whether the capabilities approach can be adopted for a global 

framework in measuring sustainable development. In order to determine this, both theoretical 

and practical implications will have to be understood. The former is addressed through 

reviewing the compatibility between the key concepts of sustainable development and the 

capabilities approach. The latter is addressed through obtaining empirical evidence on the key 

drivers in selecting indicators via focus group discussions and a quantitative survey with key 

individuals involved in the Sustainable Development Indicators (SDIs) project in Malaysia. It 

was found that a weak conceptual basis can be attributed as the major challenge for 

establishing global sustainable development indicators. Whilst recognising that a range of 

mechanisms are required for operationalization, it was concluded that the capabilities 

approach provides a sound conceptual basis, framed on the basis of justice and equity in 

expanding and sustaining the capabilities of current and future generations to pursue their 

needs.  
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Summary 

World leaders, along with thousands of participants from governments, the private sector, 

NGOs and other groups, will come together at the Rio + 20 Conference on Sustainable 

Development on 20-22 June 2012. Amongst the key outcomes expected is an agreement to 

devise a set of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), a global framework for measuring 

sustainable development. Whilst many have applauded this proposal, a problem arises as 

currently, there is no universally accepted method of measuring sustainable development. 

This thesis addresses the issue through proposing to adopt the capabilities approach as a 

conceptual basis. The Human Development Index (HDI), which is based on the capabilities 

approach, has been broadly accepted by policy makers and the general public alike and 

provides a promising starting point. However, previous efforts in “greening the HDI” have 

not been broadly accepted due to the weak conceptual argument for the inclusion of 

environmental indicators and the inability to establish an accurate methodology that reflects 

the correlation between the HDI and the environment. This thesis argues that whilst there is 

no credible solution currently available to deal with the complex interactions between 

environment and development, the capabilities approach should be adopted by utilising a 

simplified methodology on the basis that if we continue to degrade the environment, we will 

limit the capabilities of both the current and future generations to pursue their needs.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background  
The coining of the term sustainable development was hailed as a moment that considered 

two, often contradicting concepts, together – the environment and development (Rist, 2000). 

The term advocated that “humanity has the ability to make development sustainable – to 

ensure that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p.8).   

Whilst the definition provided an ambiguous concept (Rist, 2000), one of the outcomes of 

debates on how to operationalize the concept of sustainable development resulted in the 

movement towards Sustainable Development Indicators (SDIs). Agenda 21 called on 

countries, organizations and non-governmental organizations to develop and use indicators of 

sustainable development (Sitarz, 1993). Many programs to design SDIs flourished worldwide 

in what some term as the ‘indicator industry’ (see Hezri and Hasan, 2004 p.2).  

The SDI ‘movement’ evolved from the momentum gained with development indicators 

(Briassoulis, 2001; Morse, 2004; Hodge, 2004). The Human Development Index (HDI) 

which is built on Anand and Sen’s capabilities approach (UNDP, 2011), has arguably been 

the most widely used development indicator available. One reason for its success is in its 

sound conceptual basis grounded on the notion that opulence (income, commodity command) 

and/or utility (happiness, desire fulfilment) (Clark, 2005) does not provide an equitable 

framework for well-being, but rather the expansion of freedoms of individuals through 

increasing the capabilities to achieve certain functionings does (Sen, 1979). This approach is 

argued to provide a better normative assessment towards well-being than utility-based 

indicators (Dodd, 1997). Whilst often applauded as an indicator that is resonant with the 

general public, one of the key criticisms of the HDI is its exclusion of environmental 

sustainability dimensions within their set of indicators (Duraiappah, 1996; Morse, 2003; 

Togtokh, 2011).  

The most recent Human Development Report (2011) entitled “Sustainability and Equity: A 

better future for all” recognised the shortcomings of the HDI and put a clear emphasis on 

environmental sustainability and advocated that “beyond the Millennium Development 

Goals, the world needs a post-2015 development framework that reflects equity and 

sustainability” (UNDP, 2011 p. iv). The idea of a framework to measure Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) is gaining support and momentum as a replacement for MDGs 

(CSD, 2011). It is expected that SDGs will be a major agenda for the Rio+20 United Nations 

Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio + 20 from here on) as many have agreed for 

the need of a global framework to measure Sustainable Development (CSD, 2011). Despite 

this, the effectiveness of SDIs has been questioned, as evidence suggests that we have not 

moved any closer towards sustainability and dealing with degradation of ecosystems, leading 

some to question whether SDIs have been effective at facilitating sustainable development 

(Wilson et al, 2006).  

1.2 Problem statement 
Whilst there have been good efforts in designing indicators, a globally agreed upon 

framework for sustainable development does not currently exist (CSD, 2011).  One reason to 

this is due to the vagueness of the sustainable development concept (Rist, 2000; Redclift, 

1993). This thesis proposes to adopt the capabilities approach to provide a sound normative 

conceptual basis as a global framework for measuring sustainable development.  
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1.3 Objectives 
i) To assess whether the capability approach fulfils the key concepts of sustainable 

development 

ii) To analyse the priorities and position of practitioners and those influenced with 

policymaking in Malaysia on Sustainable Development Goals and Indicators 

iii) Recommend key elements in a global framework in measuring sustainable 

development based on the capabilities approach 

1.4 Research Questions 
The thesis is guided by the following questions: - 

i) Can the capability approach be adopted as a conceptual basis for sustainable 

development goals? 

ii) What are the key drivers when agreeing a set of global SDIs? 

iii) What are the key issues/areas that need to be incorporated in developing a global 

framework for sustainable development? 

1.5 Organization of Thesis 

Chapter 2: Review of the Sustainable Development and Indicators Discourse 
In measuring sustainable development, it is impossible to avoid the question of “measuring 

what”? The most widely used definition of sustainable development is “Development that 

meets the needs of current generations without compromising the ability of future generations 

to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987 p.8). This thesis identifies the key concepts that has 

been derived from the definition and review, such as the concept of needs, means and ends, 

rights (inter and intra-generational), limits and trade-offs and the dynamic nature of 

sustainable development and proposes an organizing framework for SDIs.  The thesis will 

also attempt to review the indicators itself as a discourse that may be used to influence future 

discourse and as a tool for power and review the movement towards SDIs and SDGs.  

Chapter 3: Review of the Capabilities approach and Sustainable Development 
Amartya Sen’s Capability Approach has been lauded as a leading alternative to standard 

economic frameworks for thinking about poverty, inequality and human development 

generally (Clark, 2005).  “The core characteristic of the capability approach is its focus on 

what people are effectively able to do and to be; that is, on their capabilities. This contrasts 

with philosophical approaches that concentrate on people’s happiness or desire-fulfilment, or 

on income, expenditures, or consumption” (Robeyn, 2005 p.94).  The thesis will conduct a 

literature review on the compatibility of the capabilities approach with sustainable 

development through reviewing its discourse. The thesis will review how the capability 

approach can address the concepts and enablers to measure sustainable development 

effectively. It will look into how it can address the social-environmental interface (Lehtonen, 

2004) and review whether the ecosystem services school of thought can be incorporated into 

the capabilities approach. The capability approach is the basis of the Human Development 

Index (HDI) which has become a powerful tool. Despite this, “the HDI could still be seen as 

epitomizing the very essence that of development seen in terms of a goal and an ideal with 

concomitant rankings of inferior/superior and worse/better that critics of economic 

development have long attacked” (Morse, 2003 p.185). Existing efforts in ‘greening’ the HDI 

(see Neumayer, 2001; Morse, 2003b), is reviewed to analyse its credibility. The compatibility 
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of capabilities approach with key concepts of sustainable development is concluded within 

this section. 

Chapter 4: Methods 
A mixed methodology is adopted where both quantitative and qualitative data is used. The 

triangulation of the review and analysis is used to derive results from the convergence, 

corroboration and correspondence of results from different methods (Greene et al, 1989).  

Chapter 5: Analysis and Results of the Key drivers for selecting indicators.  
Information from key practitioners within the SDI field in Malaysia is obtained through focus 

group discussions and an empirical survey. The results indicate what the key drivers of 

selecting indicators are based on both the qualitative and quantitative analysis. 

Chapter 6: Discussion on the Capabilities Approach as a Framework for Global 
Indicators of Sustainable Development 

The triangulation of the analysis and reviews allow for a discussion towards a global 

framework on measuring sustainable development based on the capabilities approach. First of 

all, the key issues for a global framework will be identified. The next section discusses how 

the capability approach can address the key issues identified. Finally, preliminary suggestions 

on mechanisms towards designing a global framework based on the capabilities approach are 

presented. 

Conclusion 

The thesis will conclude by demonstrating how the objectives of the thesis were met. 

Recommendations for a way forward in developing and agreeing global SDIs are presented 

and will hopefully contribute towards the overall research area of sustainable development 

assessments. 
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2 Chapter 2 Literature Review: The Sustainable Development and 
Indicators Discourse 

2.1 Introduction 
 

Measuring sustainable development requires an understanding of what Sustainable 

Development is. Criticisms of sustainable development as being a vague and ambiguous 

concept have hampered efforts in operationalizing sustainable development (Redclift, 1993; 

Rist, 2000). The first part of this chapter will look into the definition of sustainable 

development. This thesis does not attempt to review all the definitions of sustainable 

development but key concepts and enablers that can be used as an organizing framework for 

SDIs are identified in Section 2.2.  

Moving towards Sustainable Development Indicators (SDIs), what indicators are has to be 

understood. Section 2.3 will review the role of indicators on whether it is a ‘rational’ and 

‘scientific’ instrument for policymaking (Innes, 2002; Hezri, 2004), its influence as a learning 

tool (Bell and Morse, 2003) as well as a tool of power (Cerda, n.d).  

2.2 What is Sustainable Development? 

2.2.1 Introduction 
 

“The question how knowledge should be defined is perhaps the most important and difficult 

of the three with which we shall deal. This may seem surprising: at first sight it might be 

thought that knowledge might be defined as belief which is in agreement with the facts. The 

trouble is that no one knows what a belief is, no one knows what a fact is, and no one knows 

what sort of agreement between them would make a belief true” 

Bertrand Russell, Theory of Knowledge 

Defining sustainable development bears a resemblance to that of defining knowledge. Whilst 

seen as a natural science (‘factual’) concept by some (see Redclift, 1993), the normative 

nature of sustainable development lends itself to ‘belief’. For the purpose of organizing 

indicators, a conceptual basis must be understood in order for a framework to have a clear 

purpose and aim. 

The definition of sustainable development as defined by the Brundtland Commission is: 

“Development that meets the needs of current generations, without compromising the ability 

for future generations to meet their own needs”.  

WCED, 1987 p. 8. 

The definition was adopted by the UN in their Report of the World Commission on 

Environment and Development (1987) and is regarded as the most widely used definition for 

sustainable development. Despite the celebrated ‘marriage’ between environment and 

development (Rist, 2000), the definition has been widely criticised to be vague and 

ambiguous (Redclift, 1993; Rist, 2000). The definition has been debated extensively in 

existing literature and this thesis did not attempt to sum up this debate. From literature review 



   

 

5 

 

and the definition provided by the Brundtland Commission, it is possible to identify five key 

principles of sustainable development that are consistent throughout the review (if not 

necessarily limited to), of which are i) Meeting needs and/or ends; ii) Intra-generational 

equity; iii) Inter-generational equity; iv) limits and trade-offs; and v) dynamic (Meadows, 

1998; Haughton, 1999; Bossel, 1999; Burger & Christen, 2011). These five principles will be 

reviewed within this chapter in an attempt to understand how indicators can be derived. 

2.2.2 Basic Concepts of Sustainable Development 

2.2.2.1 Needs, Means and Ends 
At the centre of the definition of sustainable development is a particular focus on meeting 

needs. ‘Needs’ is a subjective concept to say the least but there is wide literature available on 

rationalizing the definition. The concept of needs is examined within this thesis through the 

perspectives of a few influential figures in the context of measuring sustainable development. 

The social political context in setting the definition of sustainable development has to be 

understood to critically analyse the discourse of the definition provided by the Brundtland 

Commisison. The commission was appointed by the General Assembly of the United Nations 

in 1983 as a ‘World Commission on Environment and Development’ (Rist, 2000). The chair 

was entrusted to Mrs Gro Harlem, who was then Prime Minister of Norway as well as a 

former Minister of the Environment and originally a medical doctor (Rist, 2000). The 

Commission consisted of political personnel of various countries, some of whom had held 

high office within the United Nations System, but it also involved fifteen or so people 

directly involved in environmental questions. This led to the Commission “consisting of 

environmental specialists and former high functionaries of the UN who are supposed to have 

an overall view of development questions and the problems development itself had created” 

(Rist, 2000 p.179). 

The mandate was to redefine the relationship between the environment and development. The 

definition of sustainable development was borne from an attempt to reconcile two conflicting 

concepts. Many figures point out that whilst the definition highlights the need to balance the 

interests of current and future generations and raises the issue of limitations, it does not 

define the concept of needs or its implications (Redclift, 1993; Meadows, 1998; Rist, 2000; 

World Bank, 2003). Whilst the commission was appointed as independent of state or national 

interests, Rist (2000) pointed out that diplomatic compromises were still evident and that it 

was understood that a condemnation of growth was virtually impossible as it would have 

frozen inequalities, especially towards the developing countries, which is in itself counter to 

the intra-generational principle of sustainable development. But the confusion around the 

concept implied that operationalizing sustainable development required more clarity on the 

concept of needs. 

2.2.2.1.1 Maslow Hierarchy of Needs as a definition of needs 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is arguably the most familiar public understanding on the 

subject of needs. The hierarchy of needs consisted of a motivational hierarchy based on 

universal predispositions (Kenrick et al, 2010). Maslow’s theory of motivation conformed to 

“known clinical, observational, and experimental evidence at the time of its various 

publications, and is directly derived from clinical experience” (as cited by Reid-Cunningham, 

2008 p.8). Maslow described the theory as being based on observational, experimental, and 

clinical facts and viewed it as a “theoretical offering” which others would criticize, utilize, 

and improve upon over time (Reid-Cunningham, 2008).There has been many revisions of the 

structure up to now but this thesis will focus on the fact that the concept by Maslow proposed 
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that human needs are universal and how it contributed to the discourse that humans have a 

hierarchy of needs. Both concepts are contentious and this will be discussed further in the 

following sections.  

2.2.2.1.2 Universalism versus Relativism in the concept of needs 
The concept of whether human needs are universal or relative towards different cultures and 

individuals is a widely debated topic. Sustainable development as a global concept requires 

global engagement, but some argue that the concept is purely normative and is a social 

construction. Redclift (1993) argues that needs are historically determined and can be viewed 

from a relativist position. In a broader sense, one may even question whether any universal 

truths exists in a world where meaning, knowledge and values attached to our experiences are 

socially constructed. Foucault denies there can be any basis for objective descriptive 

statements of social reality or universal normative statements that are not socially conditioned 

and locally bound (as cited by Best & Kellner, n.d.). It is society itself that ‘defines’ needs in 

its own way, which has evolved from complex mechanisms towards assuring that their needs 

are being met (Redclift, 1993). However, Martha Nussbaum argues that abandoning liberal 

universalism can lead to moral relativism (as cited by Charusheela, 2008). Referring to 

human rights as an example, dangerous consequences of relativism can be demonstrated. The 

consequences of World War II, where extermination of “lesser” human beings through their 

racial purity laws occurred demonstrated how destructive an individual culture can be 

(Riechart, 2006). The challenge remains in determining who sets these universal standards, 

and what they are. A participative approach may lead to a wider definition of these normative 

concepts. Reichart (2006 p.27) pointed out that “while criticism of universalism presents 

valid issues, human rights do not originate without considerable input by diverse nations. 

Human rights are internationally agreed values, standards or rules regulating the conduct of 

states toward their own citizens and toward non-citizens”.  

2.2.2.1.3 Basic Needs Approach as a universal and hierarchical approach 
The ‘basic needs’ approach gained prominence with support from the big international 

institutions and non-governmental organisations in the 1970s (Rist, 2000). Supported by the 

World Bank (during Robert McNamara’s time), International Labour Organization (ILO) and 

Third World Forum, including powerful advocates such as Paul Streeten and Mahbub ul Haq 

(Mehmet, 1999), the approach gained a wide audience. The ‘basic needs approach’ 

demonstrated both hierarchical and universalism concepts. Hierarchy wise, certain basic 

requirements have to be fulfilled before other ‘higher’ ones can be met (Rist, 2000). The 

basic needs approach also fulfils the universalism concept where it asserts that there are 

things that are necessary to all human beings in order to live (Dodd, 1997; Rist, 2000). 

Despite this, the approach had its fair share of criticisms. The hierarchical approach appears 

to suggest that less developed countries are denied of ‘higher’ needs (Jackson et al, 2004). 

There has been evidence where individuals choose to compromise their basic needs for the 

satisfaction of moral, psychological or spiritual needs (Jackson et al, 2004) such as in the 

case of devotion to religion where devotion comes before the self (Rist, 2000). It also 

overlooks the social construction of needs and the universalism concept as previously 

discussed (Rist, 2000; Mehmet, 1999). The approach’s usefulness for middle and high 

income countries has also been questioned (Dodd, 1997) due to it meeting only basic needs. 

Despite this, the ‘movement’ was based more on action rather than reflection as the "morality 

of urgency took precedence over rigour of analysis” (Rist, 2000 p.169). 

2.2.2.1.4 Fundamental Human Needs as a universal and non-hierarchical approach 
Max-Neef et al (1989) argued that needs are non-hierarchical and no need is more important 

than the other, albeit recognizing the need for subsistence, the need to remain alive as the sole 
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exception. He also argues that whilst needs are universal, what differs between cultures and 

over time are the satisfiers to the needs (Max-Neef et al, 1989), in other words the way or 

means the need is satisfied. The fundamental human needs consists of nine ‘axiological’ 

needs – subsistence, protection, affection, understanding, participation, identity, idleness, 

creation, and freedom; and four ‘existential’ categories - being, doing, having and interacting. 

The most critical aspect of this concept is that the needs are viewed dualistically, as 

‘deprivation’, a sense of something being lacking; and ‘potential’, represented by satisfiers 

which contribute to ‘actualisation’ of these deprivations or potentials (Jackson et al, 2004).  

2.2.2.2 A concept of Ends 

Herman Daly, one of the founders of ecological economics and a major proponent of steady 

state economics created the ‘Daly Triangle’. He establishes the relationship between the 

human economy and earth’s natural capital (Meadows, 1998) using a hierarchical structure (it 

started out with a triangle but changed to a vertical line). Daly frames a model that describes 

the means and ends of human endeavour (AtKisson, 2008). It consists of ultimate means at 

the bottom of the triangle, the basis of all life and economic transactions, which is made up of 

natural capital.  Above it is the intermediate means which is made up of built capital and 

human capital (Meadows, 1998), also regarded as the economy (AtKisson, 2008) which 

defines the productive capacity of the economy. They are necessary, but not sufficient to 

accomplish all the higher purposes (Meadows, 1998). Next is the intermediate ends which are 

“what everyone wants but they by no means guarantee satisfaction” (Meadows, 1998 p.43). 

These are not the ends in themselves but rather instruments to move towards something 

higher. And finally there is the ultimate end, a subjective end that is desired for itself rather 

than a means towards another end. One of the key features and less contested feature in this 

diagram is the recognition that human ends require a healthy, functioning natural, economic 

and social system (in that order) to be realized. One of the ideas contested is that of ultimate 

ends. Meadows provided some examples of her interpretation of what can be defined as an 

ultimate end such as happiness, satisfaction, harmony, fulfilment, self-respect, self-

realization, transcendence and enlightenment. Daly himself was vague about the concept of 

the ultimate end but argued that it is necessary as without perceiving what our ultimate end is, 

it would be impossible to prioritise our intermediate ends.  

 

Figure 2.1: The Daly Triangle 

(Source: modified from AtKisson, 2008) 

Well-being 

Human 
Capital & 

Social Capital 

Built Capital & Human 
Capital 

Natural Capital 

Ultimate Ends 

Intermediate Means 

Intermediate Ends 

Ultimate Means 
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Meadows, known for being one of the authors of Limits to Growth, proposed to use the Daly 

triangle as the basis for sustainable development indicators. Meadows (1998) recognizes the 

difficulties in defining the ultimate ends, nonetheless believes that it is necessary and possible 

to define them. She argues that by not being able to define our ultimate ends, we will not be 

able to know if we are moving towards them, with what efficiency, or whether we are going 

in the right direction at all. She also suggested Max-Neef’s fundamental needs to be a start 

for indicators for ultimate ends with the satisfiers equivalent of the intermediate ends on the 

Daly Triangle.  

The subjective nature of ultimate ends has resulted in many questioning this approach. In her 

report to the Balaton Group, Meadows highlighted that several members had reservations 

with the vagueness of the ultimate ends concept.  Some regard happiness as the ultimate end 

and there has been momentum in measuring happiness as an indicator. Bhutan’s 

establishment of the Gross National Happiness (GNH) was a clear indication of a desire to 

measure ends as advocated by His Majesty the King of Bhutan Jigme Singye Wangchuck, 

(1996), “Most socio-economic indicators are an attempt at measuring means; they do not 

measure ends…I wish to propose happiness as a policy concern and a policy  objective...” (as 

cited by Ezechieli, 2003 p.1). The Happy Planet Index was established by the New 

Economics Foundation (NEF) to “measure what truly matters to us – our  well-being in terms 

of long, happy and meaningful lives – and what  matters to the planet – our rate of resource 

consumption ” (Abdallah et al, 2009 p.3).  The United Nations have recently published a 

report on world happiness and linked it to the Sustainable Development Goals (Helliwell et 

al, 2012). 

Despite the momentum that is gaining in measuring ends, it is unclear if happiness itself is an 

ultimate end. To give an example, it is widely documented that couples with children have a 

lower average happiness and life satisfaction level than those who do not have children 

(Seligman, 2011). Seligman argues that if maximizing happiness is our ultimate end, then the 

human race would have died out long ago through not reproducing. This emphasises that 

well-being (if taken as an ultimate end) has to include meaning and relationships, as it may 

point to the reason of why we choose to have children. It has been noted though that some 

couples choose to remain childless, and this supports the preference theory of self-interest, 

whereby people may not regard happiness or any other utility as their goal but simply what 

one wants for themselves whether it brings happiness or not (Wolf, 1997).  

The difficulty in marrying happiness and meaning is highlighted by Albert Camus: “You will 

never be happy if you continue to search for what happiness consists of. You will never live if 

you are looking for the meaning of life.” Despite this, even from the existentialism school of 

thought, the search for happiness may not only lead to despair as Sartre (1946) points out that 

although our ‘ultimate end’ may not exist, humans define our own existence: “It is man who 

conceives himself, who propels himself towards existence. Man becomes nothing other than 

what is actually done, not what he will want to be”. Sartre’s point would then argue that 

ultimate ends are a social construct that can be conceived by the future ‘we’ want. This 

indicates the normative nature of defining needs and ends. 

When viewing ultimate ends on a practical scale (with indicators in mind), some argue that 

even if the subjective topics of life satisfaction, contentment, well-being or other forms of 

ultimate ends are important to achieve happiness, the focus of policy should then be the 

opportunity to lead a purposeful life – that is the pursuit of happiness, rather than happiness 

per se (Graham, 2011). This may suggest a focus on satisfiers, intermediate means, and/or 

capabilities approach, of which it is argued to be more measurable (Meadows, 1998; Graham, 
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2011), rather than the subjective nature of ultimate ends, which is explored further in later 

sections of this thesis. However, some degree of conception of ultimate ends must be inserted 

to ensure we are moving towards what is ultimately important in our lives. 

2.2.2.3 Rights 
Whilst the early discussion of sustainable development had been focused on the concept of 

needs, the original Brundtland Commission’s concern, the sustainability discussion has 

moved towards that of rights (Redclift, 2005). The search for practical ways in embedding 

sustainability into policy broadened and opened up a new discourse around development 

(Redclift, 2005). The incorporation of environmental economics into ‘mainstream’ policy 

may have led to a response as a political process from other disciplines, which in turn, led to 

the discussion moving away from needs, and to that of rights (Redclift, 2005). There was also 

an emphasis on both human and non-human rights moving the discussion towards a more 

holistic view of sustainability. But this has also led to the discourse on sustainable 

development to become increasingly vague. The concept of rights is reviewed in this chapter 

in the context of the key principles of sustainable development. 

2.2.2.3.1 Intra-generational Rights 
'Sustainable development requires meeting the basic needs of all and extending to all the 

opportunity to satisfy their aspirations for a better life' (WCED, 1987). 

Allocation in space is a key concept in sustainable development. The allocation of resources 

and rights between ‘here’ and ‘elsewhere’ (Redclift, 1993) clearly demonstrates the intra-

generational rights as a requirement in the sustainable development discourse. The latest 

Human Development Report (UNDP, 2011) focuses on sustainability and equity 

demonstrating how “environmental degradation intensifies inequality through adverse 

impacts on already disadvantaged people and how inequalities in human development 

amplify environmental degradation”.  Sudhir Anand and Amartya Sen considered  

sustainability and equity together in stating that “It would be a gross violation of the 

universalist principle if we were to be obsessed about inter-generational equity without at the 

same time seizing the problem of intra-generational equity”  (UNDP, 2011 p.1).  

A practical issue arises in taking intra-generational rights into consideration when 

determining how to incorporate them into an indicator system.  Sen argues that the key 

consideration in looking at intra-generational issues is that sustainability and equity are 

fundamentally similar in their concern for distributive justice, that is, unjust inequalities 

between people (UNDP, 2011).  Rawls argues that there is a need upon principles of 

distributive justice as on the one hand, human beings have a common interest to cooperate, as 

it promotes their welfare; but on the other hand, a conflict arises as individuals seeks to 

maximise their share in the product of the cooperative effort (as cited by Heyd, 2008). A huge 

amount of literature is available on equity and distributive justice, but what needs to be 

emphasised in the context of a global sustainable development indicator framework is that 

fulfilling the intra-generational rights transcends borders, of which previously is often 

neglected (Redclift, 2005; Heyd, 2008; UNDP, 2011). This may be understandable as 

previously, the world was less interconnected, but in the present, globalization has ensured 

that the third world is heavily dependent on the first world (and vice versa to differing 

extents) (Heyd, 2008). In the context of the environment, an equitable, environmentally and 

physically sustainable society that exploits the environment at the maximum sustainable rate 

would still be psychologically and culturally unsustainable (Hartmut, 1999). Any indicator 

system must take the principles of distributive justice into account along with the 

interconnections and trade-offs with the environment.  
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2.2.2.3.2 Inter-generational rights 
Allocation in time between present and future generations is a central concept within the 

sustainable development definition and discourse (Redclift, 1993). Social inequalities are 

inter-generational (Redclift, 1993; Dodds, 1997; UNDP, 2011), as future generations may 

suffer the consequences from our actions today. Any indicator system requirement must deal 

with the allocation of rights between the current and future generations. Inter-generational 

rights is reviewed further in the context of limits and trade-offs.  

2.2.2.3.3 Limits & trade-offs 
The requirement to fulfil both inter-generational and intra-generational rights implies limits 

and trade-offs in allocation of rights. The challenge is to identify social institutions and 

attitudes that optimize present human well-being within the intra and inter-generational social 

and biophysical limits (Dodds, 1997). In order to capture this, there are two units that will 

have to be identified; time and; carrying capacity (Meadows, 1998).  

 

In terms of time, a question arises on how long into the future are we talking about? There 

needs to be a conception of how rights are allocated between different generations. 

Traditionally, the theory of justice is applied between people living in the same time and 

space (territory). This is understandable as prior to globalization, the degree of influence of 

one generation on its descendants was quite limited and it is argued that a generation usually 

had the opportunity to enjoy a standard of living that is roughly similar to that of its parents 

(Heyd, 2008). An ethical issue arises due to lack of reciprocity between current and future 

generations. The relationship is unidirectional, in that we are dependent on the behaviour of 

our ancestors but they are in no way dependent on ours (Heyd, 2008). Furthermore, how are 

we to determine what future needs are (Rist, 2000)? Meadows (1998) suggests that indicators 

should be expressed in time units, i.e “if we keep emitting pollution at this rate, how long 

before we accumulate a dangerous concentration in nature or in ourselves?”   

 

This merges the requirement to address time and limits. If indicators are not expressed in 

units of time, it should then be merged or be related to carrying capacity (Meadows, 1998). 

Identifying an amount of emissions without specifying either time or carrying capacity limits 

will avoid setting a meaningful target. Rockström et al (2009) recognised that anthropogenic 

pressures on the Earth’s biophysical systems could destabilize and trigger abrupt and 

irreversible environmental change that would be catastrophic for human well-being. In the 

planetary boundaries paper, Rockström et al (2009) suggests nine areas for a “safe operating 

space for humanity”.  Efforts such as these should be incorporated in an indicator system that 

sets out quantifiable limits.  

 

2.2.2.3.4 Dynamic 
In reviewing the universalism against relativism debate, it is argued that our views, 

knowledge and culture are heavily or completely socially constructed. This demonstrates that 

societies, environment, technologies, cultures, values and aspirations change over time 

(Redclift, 1993 & 2005; Hartmut, 1999; Burger & Christen, 2011). Max Neef (1989) suggests 

that our satisfiers to needs are in a constant movement, and therefore it may be better to aim 

for realizing, experiencing or actualizing needs through time and space. This highlights the 

dynamic nature of the subjective goals of sustainable development. This also points to the 

fact that the indicators have normative power (Burger & Christen, 2011), and rather than be 

completely dependent on universal truths and/or descriptive elements, is strongly based on an 

aspiration to steer action.  
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2.2.2.4 Conclusion 
Reviewing the discourse of sustainable development allowed for identification of the key 

principles and concepts of sustainable development. A global sustainable development 

indicator framework should address the following three concepts; i) Needs; ii) Rights (intra 

and inter-generational); and iii) Ends. Enablers to addressing these three concepts will require 

mechanisms to fulfil the following criteria i)Universal validity; ii) specifies limits and trade-

offs; iii) dynamic and open for further development; and iv) normative and steer action 

An indicator framework will need to have a clear conception of needs and/or how to meet 

these needs. Reviewing the needs discourse also highlighted a debate between universalism 

and relativism. A global system for measuring sustainable development will require universal 

validity that is participatory and agreed upon. Understanding the nature of needs is vital to 

ascertain what needs and at which level or stage (i.e. means, ends, satisfiers, etc) universal 

needs can be derived. 

As the debate moves towards that of rights, both the concepts of intra and inter-generational 

rights has to be addressed. This inevitably implies limits and trade-offs. A system that 

specifies time units and/or carrying capacity is required for a comprehensive sustainable 

development indicator framework. The framework should ensure the social-environmental 

interface is addressed.  

Any indicator system will have to include a concept of ultimate ends, as it would be pointless 

otherwise to measure towards a non-existent goal.  Whether an ultimate end itself should be 

an indicator on its own is debated further within this thesis.  

As it is argued that our views are socially constructed, it is also vital to ensure a dynamic 

system is in place to allow for the changing nature of our means and ends. Even if one may 

argue that these do not change over time, an open system that allows for change may not 

necessarily have change. In dealing with a subjective matter as sustainable development, the 

goals and indicators chosen must steer towards action grounded on ethics, and hence be 

normative. An open framework also allows the indicators system to be non-hierarchical. 

A visualisation of the system required can be reviewed in Figure 2.2. This is not intended to 

replace or contradict any of the previous diagrams, such as the Daly Triangle, which is useful 

for its own purpose, but rather to visualise the concepts and enablers that were reviewed 

within this thesis. In order to fulfil the criteria of not being too hierarchical and static, a 

cyclical model has been chosen. There is no starting point per se, but for the purpose of 

discussion we will start with needs. A framework will be required to define the concept of 

needs based on what is perceived to be the end means during the current time. A framework 

to fulfil the enabling condition of allowing for universal validity of the indicators is required. 

Fulfilling these needs will have to be within the limitations of both inter and intra-

generational rights. Enabling these is a framework that specifies limits/thresholds and takes 

into considerations the trade-offs. Finally, our ends will also be limited by equality and rights. 

Ends may or may not change over time but will nonetheless influence the defining of needs 

of the future generations. Any framework must allow for a dynamic process in defining 

needs, rights and ultimately ends.  

The non-hierarchical and cyclical model adopted may raise questions of anthropocentrism. In 

comparison with Daly’s Triangle, the model does not explicitly identify natural capital as the 

basis of our means towards ends. Despite this, the model was created based on the notion of 

developing a framework where indicators of sustainable development can be derived based 

on the discourse reviewed. Limits and trade-offs are a key feature of this model, and as the 
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definition of sustainable development itself is a social construction, the model is created 

based on the only perspective that we can have, which is that of a human perspective. This is 

done more out of practical reasons as an organizing framework that is normative towards 

steering action rather than a symbolic anthropocentric agenda. The inclusion of interspecies 

rights can be inserted and debated further to add more ‘ecocentricity’ to this diagram. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2: Proposed organizing framework for sustainable development indicators 
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2.3 Indicators as a tool for measuring Sustainable Development 

2.3.1 Background 
The lexical definition of indicators demonstrates the common usage of indicators as a 

discourse: - 

Indicator; Pronunciation: /ˈɪndɪkeɪtə/noun  

1a thing that indicates the state or level of something: car ownership is frequently used as an 

indicator of affluence 

2a device providing specific information on the state or condition of something, in particular:  

 [usually with modifier] a gauge or meter of a specified kind: a speed indicator 

 British a board or screen in a railway station, airport, etc. giving current information: 

[with modifier]: the indicator board 

Oxford, 2012 

The definition provided by the Oxford dictionary demonstrates the broadness and how 

indicators can be normative rather than purely descriptive (note stating that car ownership as 

proxy for affluence). Whilst some may consider indicators as mere numbers and statistics the 

capability of using indicators as an instrument of power cannot be underestimated (see 

Morse, 2004; Hezri and Dovers, 2006). Statistics was branded as knowledge of the kings long 

ago in Germany and as political arithmetic previously in England (Hezri, 2004). This section 

will review the role and impact of indicators and analyse key initiatives towards global 

sustainable development indicators. 

2.3.2 The role of indicators 
In order to move towards a certain goal, there is a need to have a conception of what we are 

heading towards, where we are now, and how we want to get there. This requires a “device” 

that indicates process (how we are getting there) and achievement (where we are, and 

whether we have got there) (Morse, 2004). There is a dominant view that indicators as a 

policy instrument is rational and scientific (Innes, 2002; Hezri, 2004) and therefore neutral, 

objective and non-subjective (Astliethner et al, 2004). The notion of the rationale use of 

indicators will be briefly reviewed by analysing three different roles of indicators for policy i) 

for decision-making;  ii) as a tool for power and  influencing future discourse and;  iii) as a 

learning process. 

Designing a global Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) framework will require an 

indicator system to monitor the progress towards meeting these goals. With the assumption 

that the SDGs’ purpose is for a policy relevant indicator, the role of indicators has to be 

understood clearly.  

2.3.2.1.1 Indicators as a decision-making tool 
 

"Not everything that counts can be counted, and not everything that can be counted counts." 

          Albert Einstein 
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The perceived ‘objective’ and ‘scientific’ qualities of indicators positions itself as a useful 

tool for rational decision making (Innes, 2002; Astliethner et al, 2004; Hezri and Hasan, 

2004). Unfortunately, this oversimplifies the policymaking process and evidence-based 

policymaking examples have highlighted some failures (Innes, 2002). Innes (2002) 

highlighted that an evaluation fad in the 1970s that prioritised the quantitative results of 

programme outcomes against predefined goals over the actual value of the programmes to 

people in them. This demonstrates the importance of both the design of the indicator system 

to obtain ‘true’ results and the interpretation of these indicators. 

In the context of sustainable development, although there have been many initiatives and 

efforts to design SDIs, there is little evidence that indicators have been used widely in the 

decision-making process at policy level (Innes, 2002). Hezri and Dovers (2006) suggest that 

there are pre-conditions to promote the instrumental use of indicators (where there is a linear 

relationship between indicators and decision outcomes), of which are; in the event of an 

environmental crisis, where the marketability of indicators soar and; when there is a clear link 

to government procedures, with commission of inquiry as an example where indicators can 

be utilised as a proof for evidence. The conceptual use of indicators, that has the ability to 

sensitise and ‘enlighten’ users understanding (Hezri, 2004), is regarded as the main 

mechanism for empowering the role of indicators, where decisions are influenced by 

becoming embedded in thought, practices and institutions’ of users which translates to 

actions (Hezri and Dovers, 2006). This merges the indicator with the thought process in 

interpretation which may be lacking in instrumental use of indicators. 

2.3.2.1.2  Indicators as a tool for power and influencing future discourse 
“The exercise of power perpetually creates knowledge and, conversely, knowledge constantly 

induces effects of power” 

     Michael Foucault (quoted in Gordon, 1980 p.52) 

As the conceptual uses of indicators are demonstrated to be of more importance, it can be 

argued that subjectivity increases when the outcomes are not utilised as a direct use. Hence, 

the ‘objectivity’ of the indicators reduces as the utilisation is based, at least partly, on human 

‘rationality’. This exposes indicators to abuses of power and requires an understanding of the 

use of indicators as a political discourse.  Foucault’s relation between knowledge and power 

suggests that knowledge (and therefore indicator as a form of knowledge) should be 

considered in in the context of its usefulness and its necessity in exercising power, rather than 

whether it is true or false (Cerda, n.d). The main goal of policymaking process is to reconcile 

interests in consensus negotiation rather than implementing the ‘truth’ and thus we must 

discount the notion of a perfectly rational world in understanding the nature of information as 

an instrument of power (Hezri and Hasan, 2004). 

This puts those that design and present indicators in a position of great power as they can 

influence high level policymakers and play a role in setting the agenda of future discourse 

(Morse, 2004). The vagueness of the concept of sustainable development has led some to 

argue that participants in the debate of the definition and concept of sustainable development 

have used sustainability indicators to influence the sustainability discourse. Cerda (n.d.) 

demonstrates this by comparing the Environmental Sustainability Index (ESI) by the World 

Economic Forum with the Living Planet Index and Ecological footprint by WWF and UNEP. 

The indices, which were both presented in a country-by-country ranking format, had 

completely different outcomes although both claim to use ‘objective’ measures.  The variance 
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between the outcomes are not attributed to the scientific quality of the indicators, but rather 

the different sustainability discourses that are being used to influence the decision makers.  

The traditional utility of indicators as a rational and objective tool for decision making must 

then be seen as a normative process that enhances ‘steering’ towards sustainability  (Hezri 

and Dovers, 2006). A balance between the normative and descriptive elements to balance the 

objectivity and subjectivity of the indicators as well as being based on a solid and clear 

conception of sustainable development will be required to design a credible SDI system.  

2.3.2.1.3 Indicators as a learning tool 
Indicators can also be used as a learning tool to solidify ideas in sustainable development 

itself (Bell and Morse, 2003). The conceptual use of indicators (as indicated earlier) can 

‘enlighten’ users towards more understanding and debate in the sustainable development 

discourse. When used as a policy-monitoring tool, indicators have a major role in 

contributing to the different forms of learning (Hezri, 2004). It is argued that policy change 

and the capacity to change society’s behaviour is dependent on robust information (Hezri and 

Dovers, 2006). One example of information having an impact on policy is the environmental 

impact assessment in the US, where a public debate over the data is included in the 

conjunction with the decision making process (Innes, 2002). Although this is a good example 

of learning, the impact has not been due to the data itself, but attributed to the process of 

public debate, which has empowered individuals that understood the data to be involved in 

the overall process of shaping the future environmental discourse (Innes, 2002). This 

demonstrates that the learning outcomes from the procedural aspects of indicators must also 

be taken into consideration in reviewing the role of indicators. Despite this, there has been 

criticism that this learning process has not led to widespread behaviour change or political 

action within the sustainable development discourse (Bell and Morse, 2003).   

2.3.3 Towards Sustainable Development Indicators and Goals 
Although humans have used indicators since the dawn of history (Cobb and Rixford, 1998), 

the use of development indicators and a movement towards sustainable development 

indicators have been more recent. This section will briefly chart the indicators ‘movement’ 

and review some of the key initiatives leading towards global sustainable development 

indicators (refer table 2.1 for summary of evolution of SDIs). 

2.3.3.1.1 Evolution of development indicators 
The last half of the 20

th
 century has seen the indicators ‘movement’ gain momentum (Hodge, 

2004). The impact of the Great Depression in the 1930s, a time when there was unreliable 

and incomplete data, led to an obsession towards economic indicators (Morse, 2004; Hodge, 

2004). Up to the 1960s, development was largely measured in terms of GDP or income per 

capita (Morse, 2004).  

The success of economic indicators spurred the birth of the social indicators movement in the 

1960s and early 1970s in the USA (Sawicki, 2002). The perceived successful management of 

economic policy and econometrics turned economists into influential forces and became a 

model for applying social science to government policy in the US (Cobb and Rixford, 1998). 

The perceived limitations of the economic thought and indicators led to greater calls for 

social indicators. The success of the social indicators ‘movement’ in turn inspired the 

development of environmental indicators (Cobb and Rixford, 1998). Mainly quantitative and 

descriptive ecological and environmental indicators were proposed on either human pressures 

on the environment or environmental conditions (i.e. air and water quality) (Briassoulis, 

2001). 
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At this stage (around the mid-80s), the indicators were largely still mono-disciplinary in the 

field of economics, social and environmental (Briassoulis, 2001). The Brundtland Report (in 

1987) represented a significant turning point in the evolution of indicators towards 

sustainable development as it firmly put the agenda on the international stage as well as 

advocates a method of  considering these three aspects together as one system (Hodge, 2004). 

This was later emphasised and clearly mentioned in the Agenda 21 where the development of 

holistic sustainable development indicators were inserted as an agenda (United Nations, 

1992). The list of indicators gradually moved from being mono-disciplinary to being multi-

disciplinary, and later even inter or trans-disciplinary (Briassoulis, 2001). 

In the current day, there has been many examples and initiatives in what some term as an 

“indicator industry” (Hezri and Hasan, 2004). Despite the many good efforts, as we are 

approaching twenty years since the Rio Earth Summit, the effectiveness of the SDI is being 

called into question. We have not moved any closer towards sustainability and dealing with 

degradation of ecosystems, leading to question whether SDIs have been effective at 

facilitating sustainable development (Wilson et al, 2006). Furthermore, directly related to 

global sustainable development indicators, the process of this literature review have resulted 

in demonstrating that we have not moved any closer towards agreeing to any form of 

universal set of indicators and the variety of methodologies and discourses available may 

perhaps amplify the confusion and agreement surrounding sustainable development goals. 

Table 2.1: Evolution of Sustainable Development Indicators 

Era Indicator movement Examples 

1930s-

1960s 

Economic indicators borne out of the obsession 

with numbers since the Great Depression and the 

Second World War  

GDP 

1960s-

1980s 

Success of economic indicators spurs the birth of 

the social indicators movement in the 1960s and 

early 1970s. 

Social Indicators and 

Toward a Social 

Report publications 

in the United States 

1980s Growing concerns on the detrimental impact of 

humans to the environment inspired the birth of 

environmental indicators. In the mid-1980s, 

ecological/environmental indicators were proposed. 

These were mainly  quantitative, descriptive 

measures  

 

Air and water quality 

indices and pollutant 

emissions 

1990s The 1990s saw more environmental indicators 

available as well as the green accounting 

methodology gaining prominence. This also 

signalled a movement towards more multi-

disciplinary approach. At the same time 

development indicators were gaining prominence            

 

HDI, GPI, Green 

GNP, ISEW 

2000s – 

present 

Indicators of sustainable development have changed 

towards a ‘holistic’ approach by being inter and 

trans-disciplinary. Despite the variety of indicators, 

no universally agreed indicators exists 

MDG , Green GDP, 

Happiness Index, UN 

CSD SDI 
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2.3.3.1.2 Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
Arguably the most well-known development indicator, the GDP has become synonymous 

with economic growth (and growth as a proxy of progress in development). An estimate of 

the expenditure of an economy shows the economic activity and hence growth of the 

economy (Morse, 2004). GDP is often celebrated as an important indicator, and arguably 

with good reason, but the notion of GDP as a proxy for development progress and well-being 

has often been criticised (Morse, 2004; Cobb et al, 1995; Rist, 2000; Bossel, 1999). In the 

context of sustainable development, ironically the measure of GDP essentially measures the 

rate at which natural resource wealth is being depleted, where the faster, the better “progress” 

(Bossel, 1999). The lack of both social and environmental costs has led to calls for 

broadening the concept to be more than economic growth (Morse, 2004).  

2.3.3.1.3 Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI) 
Where GDP does not distinguish between the costs and benefits (Cobb et al, 1995; Morse, 

2004), the Genuine Progress Indicator sought to adjust the accounting methodology towards 

what is of ‘value’ to the community. This is done by identifying both the costs and benefits, 

including social and environmental costs, and allow for both adding what is considered 

positive (such as value of community work) and subtracting the negatives (i.e. pollution 

costs) (Cobb et al, 1995). Whilst this methodology is appealing, the GPI has faced criticism 

and have not received widespread acceptance. One key criticism is the numerous assumptions 

made in the valuation of resources and environmental damage (Morse, 2004), which also 

monetizes the values; much in the way of the economics that it criticizes (Rist, 2000). This 

may have led to the continued dominance of GDP and related economic indices in the context 

of development (Morse, 2004). 

2.3.3.1.4 Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
The Millennium Declaration of 2000, which became the basis of the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs), sets out a number of specific targets to be met by 2015 

(Manning, 2010). The Declaration was agreed by all UN Members, with a vision of a fairer 

and more sustainable future of the world (Manning, 2010) by addressing the most pressing 

problems of humanity and nature (Attaran, 2005) and with a focus on poorer countries and 

citizens (Manning, 2010). The MDGs sets up as an institutional framework to mobilize 

support from the donor countries and their citizens to accomplish concrete goals (Nelson, 

2007). Eight goals were set of which are, eradicating extreme poverty and hunger; achieving 

universal primary education; promoting gender equality and empowering women; reducing 

child mortality rates; improving maternal health; combating HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other 

diseases; ensuring environmental sustainability, and; developing a global partnership for 

development. The 8 goals constitute of 21 Targets and 60 Indicators (Manning, 2010).  

Despite the ‘objective’ and ‘scientific’ methods in measuring towards the specified goals, the 

overall success of MDGs on true “progress” is unclear. The MDG report (2011) demonstrated 

key improvements in poverty eradication, education, child mortality rates, health and access 

to clean water but have recognised that “despite real progress, we are failing to reach the 

most vulnerable”. Many have questioned the positive impacts of MDGs. Whether the 

methodologies reflect scientific validity and truly reflect progress has been questioned 

(Attaran, 2005; Pogge, 2004). For example, the arithmetic of using the $1/day based on 

power purchasing parity (PPP) is criticised as it does not track access to basic necessities 

(Pogge, 2004). Attaran (2005) points out that more often than not the subject matter is so 

immeasurable, or the measurements are so inadequate, that it is difficult to ascertain the 

baseline condition before the MDGs, or identify whether the desired trend of improvement is 

actually occurring.  
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There is a strong argument that MDGs are contributing indirectly, at least, to development 

through shaping discourse and policymaker’s agendas. On the donor side, the MDGs allow 

for the public in donor countries to be aware of “measurable progress” encouraging the 

public, and hence policymakers to support and sustain aid (Manning, 2010). The impact of 

the MDGs on developing countries is also argued to be in the area of shaping political 

discourse, where a large number of countries have integrated the MDGs (or often a locally 

adapted version) into their own development planning (Manning, 2010). This demonstrates 

the practical application on the power of indicators on shaping discourse and framing issues. 

Conceptually, the MDG has arguably fulfilled universal validity through the agreement of the 

UN members. Despite this, many point out that the procedural aspect of the development of 

the MDG is not based on universal validity (Nelson, 2007; Hulme, 2007). Many see the 

MDGs as a product of the OECD governments and the financial institutions through a 

procedure that was mostly absence of participation from developing countries (Nelson, 

2007). Vandemoortele (2008) argues that although it is a global initiative, the MDGs are not 

meant as a uniform yardstick for measuring performance across countries, but rather a 

framework that applies universally because they reflect fundamental social and economic 

rights. It is the universality of the goals that matter, rather than the accuracy of application of 

the numerical values (Vandemoortele, 2008). The framework of setting goals as an ends may 

also contradict the ‘rights’ that it sets out to achieve. Whilst human rights advocate the rights 

of individuals, universal goals are set by states and international organizations and hence 

“belong” to these actors (Nelson, 2007). An issue of accountability was also raised in 

assessing the effectiveness of the MDGs. The MDGs are capable of informal “naming and 

shaming” for highlighting failures but the MDGs does not have a mechanism of holding 

donors or governments accountable for their failures (Nelson, 2007). 

Despite this, there are many lessons that can be learnt from the MDG process in evolving 

towards a more comprehensive set of developmental goals and indicators. The MDG process 

lends itself to a learning process in setting new global development goals and as Kofi Annan 

noted, a powerful purpose of the MDGs were to ‘to mobilise people power in the fight 

against poverty and inequality’ (Manning, 2010), demonstrating the power of the framework 

in empowering actors towards achieving these goals. 

2.3.3.1.5 Human Development Index (HDI) 
The HDI is commonly cited as a “successful” indicator due to its ability to ‘strike a chord’ 

with policy makers and achieved broad acceptance in comparison with other indicators (Hezri 

and Dovers, 2004; Morse, 2004). At the core of the HDI is a focus on enlarging people’s 

choices through the ‘capability approach’, which is defined as the availability of options and 

choice open to people to allow them to lead long and healthy lives (Morse, 2004).  

The success of the HDI has helped to generate a range of indicators. The simplicity of the 

HDI as well as the league table format, which allowed for ‘naming and shaming’ countries, 

played a part in its broad acceptance (Morse, 2004). However, efforts to amend the HDI to 

include environmental sustainability have not been desirable as it may make the HDI 

confusing and erode its advantage of being ‘simple’ (Neumayer, 2001; Morse, 2003). 

Adopting the capability approach is the core topic of this thesis and the HDI is reviewed in 

depth within other sections of this thesis. 

2.3.3.1.6 World Happiness Report 
The United Nations first World Happiness Report was published in April 2012. Within the 

report, indicators for achieving happiness with a ranking system of countries are included. 
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The report also explicitly suggests the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to be based on 

the research carried out for the report with a clear link made to sustainable development; “we 

can say that the quest for happiness is intimately linked to the quest for sustainable 

development” (Helliwell et al, 2012). This demonstrates a clear movement towards 

measuring ends within the context of sustainable development. Early reception of the report 

has been mixed. One key criticism is concerning the basic thesis that economic growth does 

not really improve happiness (a common theme repeated within the report) contradicts to the 

actual findings where some of the richest countries are ranked highly, whilst the poorest are 

ranked lowly (Forbes, 2012).   The subjective nature of measuring ‘happiness’ has been 

criticised as some argue that the report concentrates on ‘the absence of misery’, of which 

happiness is at a psychological level which is higher (Huffington Post, 2012). The report does 

attempt to address these concerns but perhaps it can be argued that the discourse of using 

happiness as ends and goals towards “pro-happy” policies have raised debates on its 

legitimacy and effectiveness.  

2.3.3.2 Conclusion 
Whilst indicators are often viewed as ‘scientific’ and ‘objective’ which allows for rational 

decision making, the use of indicators based on this notion can be misguided (Innes, 2002). In 

fact, experience from the MDG process and other indicators demonstrated that the conceptual 

use of the indicators is of more importance than the instrumental use of indicators. This 

demonstrates the effectiveness of indicators not as a device to merely measure progress, but 

rather as a learning tool and for shaping future discourse.  

The evolution of development indicators demonstrated the movement from economy based 

indicators, to social indicator, environmental indicators and finally ‘holistic’ sustainable 

development indicators. Whilst at first these were treated in silo, the holistic sustainable 

development concept led to inter-disciplinary and even trans-disciplinary frameworks for 

measuring sustainable development.  

The indicator movement led to several frameworks within the development sector. Despite 

this, there have not been many ‘successful’ indicator frameworks that resonate with the 

general public. Two indicators that have had broad acceptance are the HDI and MDG, though 

they are not without their critics. The MDG highlighted many issues such as the importance 

of universal validity and having a robust methodology. One of the main lessons to be learnt 

from the MDG process is in highlighting the importance of the universality of the goals, 

rather than the accuracy of the application itself. This demonstrates the importance of the 

normative application of the indicator, rather than merely the descriptive use of the indicator 

system. 
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3 Chapter 3 Literature Review: Capabilities approach and 
Sustainable Development 

 

3.1 Introduction  
"The capability approach to a person's advantage is concerned with evaluating it in terms of 

his or her actual ability to achieve various valuable functions as a part of living. It differs 

from other approaches using other informational focuses, for example, personal utility 

(focusing on pleasures, happiness, or desire fulfilment), absolute or relative opulence 

(focusing on commodity bundles, real income, or real wealth), assessments of negative 

freedoms (focusing on procedural fulfilment of libertarian rights and rules of non-

interference), comparisons of means of freedom (e.g. focusing on holdings of 'primary goods', 

as in the Rawlsian theory of justice), and comparisons of resource holdings as a basis of 

equality (e.g. as in Dworkin's criterion of 'equality of resources')." 

       Sen, as cited by Dodd, 1997 p. 102. 

The capability approach is a normative framework (Robeyns, 2005), that attempts to provide 

a comprehensive account of human well-being (Dodd, 1997). The approach advocates that 

where opulence (income, commodity command) and utility (happiness, desire fulfilment) 

fails to provide an adequate indicator of well-being and deprivation (Clark, 2005), providing 

individuals the freedom to pursue their own objectives is one of the most important of all 

social goals (Dodd, 1997).   

The roots of the capability approach can be traced back to Adam Smith, Karl Marx and 

Aristotle (Sen, 1990; Robeyns, 2005; Clark, 2005). As cited by Sen (1990 p. 44), Aristotle 

once quoted that “the life of money-making is one undertaken under compulsion, and wealth 

is evidently not the good we are seeking; for it is merely useful and for the sake of something 

else”.  This demonstrates the influence of Aristotle’s view that opulence (money-making in 

this context) and utility (wealth) is merely a means to an end and is not an accurate indicator 

of well-being.  

The topic of the capabilities approach has been extensively debated and updated. This thesis 

will not attempt to sum up those debates or critically look in depth into the ‘social’ and 

‘economic’ dimensions of the capability approach (although inevitably these topics will 

arise), but rather look how compatible is the approach with the key concepts of sustainable 

development (Section 3.2) and how the approach can incorporate environmental aspects 

(Section 3.3) for a comprehensive framework for sustainable development indicators. 

3.2 The Capability Approach 

3.2.1 Key principles and concepts 
Life can be seen as a set of “doings and beings” that are of value to an individual (Sen, 1990). 

In this case assessing the quality of life is dependent on their capability to function. This is to 

say that what people are able to do and be, that is their capabilities, are what determines their 

quality of life and well-being.  

At the centre of this approach is the notion of functionings and capabilities. A functioning is 

an achievement of a person, what he or she manages to do or be (Sen, 1990). Functioning 

reflects the state of a person and refers to the persons’ use of commodities available at their 
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command (Clarke, 2005). Examples of functionings provided by Sen included elementary 

functionings such as escaping morbidity and mortality, being adequately nourished, 

undertaking usual movements, etc, to complex functionings such as achieving self-respect, 

taking part in the life of the community and appearing in public without shame (Sen, 1990). 

Capabilities on the other hand reflect an individual’s ability to achieve a given functioning 

(Clark, 2005). A person’s freedom to choose between different ways of living is determined 

by his/her capability to achieve various combinations of functionings (Sen, 1990). 

Capabilities then are centred on the freedom “to do and be”, or in other words, the expansion 

of choice to pursue achievements. Freedom itself can be both an intrinsic or instrumental 

value and hence both a means and an end. Freedom and expansion of choice could be a 

functioning on its own as well as towards other functionings and ends (Sen, 1990). 

Agency within the capabilities approach discourse refers to a person’s achievement that is 

evaluated in terms of his or her own values and objectives (Sen, 1999). The concept of 

agency distinguishes itself from well-being where an individual is not necessarily guided by 

the pursuit of well-being, but rather of their pursuit of totality of their considered goals and 

objectives (Sen, 1999). It recognises that individuals have values and goals (such as 

preserving the environment, purchasing free trade products or opposing injustice, tyranny and 

oppression) that transcend and sometimes even conflict with personal well-being (Clark, 

2005).  

Martha Nussbaum has suggested ten central capabilities as general goals and fundamental 

entitlements for each and every person as a minimum account of social justice (Nussbaum, 

2000). It is argued that Nussbaum list is highly prescriptive and contrasts with Sen’s 

approach, of which is broad and under specified (Robeyns, 2003). This thesis looks into the 

broad concepts of the capabilities approach in the context of sustainable development to 

understand its compatibility. Due to this, Nussbaum’s list is not taken as a basis of this thesis. 

Generally, the capability approach contrasts with other philosophical approaches that focus 

on people’s happiness or desire fulfilment, or on income, expenditures or consumption 

(Robeyns, 2005). The emphasis is on having the freedom to choose one kind of life rather 

than the other (Sen, 1990). The utility approach has been criticized by Sen as he pointed out 

that 'what people get out of goods depends on a variety of factors, and judging personal 

advantage just by the size of personal ownership of goods and services can be very 

misleading . . . It seems reasonable to move away from a focus on goods as such to what 

goods do to human beings' (Sen, 1982, p 29). In this approach, development is not defined as 

an increase in opulence or utility, but rather an expansion in capability to pursue freedoms 

(Alkire, 2002). 

3.2.2 Capabilities Approach and Compatibility with Sustainable 
Development 

The capabilities approach compatibility with the concept of sustainable development is 

reviewed based on the key concepts derived from chapter 2.  

3.2.2.1 Needs and Capabilities  
The limitations and subjectivity of needs were reviewed in chapter 2. The focus of needs 

within the sustainable development discourse and further conceptions of needs that fulfil 

well-being have been debated. Human capability as well-being has been suggested to be a 

contender for replacing or enhancing the ambiguous concept of needs (Dodd, 1997; 

Polishchuk and Rauschmayer, 2011). 
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The connection between needs and capabilities can be viewed by an example by Polishchuk 

and Rauschmayer (2011): - 

 income is a strategy to buy a book; 

 a book is a strategy to get information; 

 information is a strategy to acquire the knowledge necessary to take part in a discussion; 

 taking part is a strategy to meet one’s need for PARTICIPATION, AFFECTION and 

UNDER-STANDING; 

The authors link capabilities to strategies towards meeting needs (which in this case are need 

for participation, affection and understanding). Each strategy at each level is considered a 

capability set. Strictly speaking, only the ‘taking part’ level should be considered as a 

capability as it directly provides for a functioning, though it has been admitted by Sen himself 

that the definition of capabilities is unclear (Polishchuk and Rauschmayer, 2011).   

Functionings in this sense can be closely linked to needs. The clear distinction between needs 

and capabilities demonstrated here is that needs, which are fundamental for human 

flourishing, are both abstract and non-negotiable whilst the strategies (capabilities) to meet 

these needs are specific and negotiable  (Polishchuk and Rauschmayer, 2011). The freedom 

to pursue a given function is non-negotiable whilst the strategies to pursue them can be 

questioned and suited based on different criteria such as culture, personal motivations, and so 

on in a pluralist approach.  

As previously emphasised, the concept of needs is abstract and ambiguous. Although the 

capabilities approach also suffer from similar criticism (see Dodd, 1997; Jackson et al, 2004), it 

provides a normative framework that can specify capabilities that pertain to basic needs and 

grave deprivation (Alkire, 2005). As needs were framed as general functionings, rather than 

satisfiers (Alkire, 2005), the capabilities approach can act as a medium towards identifying 

the satisfiers and strategies towards meeting needs. This provides a direct correlation between 

the concept of needs and the capabilities approach as well as a procedural account of meeting 

needs. Furthermore, it is argued that not only does the capabilities approach take into 

consideration the concept of needs, but freedoms and capabilities are a more expansive notion 

than basic needs (UNDP, 2011).  

3.2.2.2 Ends and Capabilities  
The capability approach directly addresses both means and ends within its concept, though it 

has been highlighted that the question of ends and means may overlap (Sen, 1990; Robeyns, 

2005). The capability approach conceptualizes the ends of well-being, justice and 

development in terms of people’s capabilities to function, expanding opportunities to 

undertake the actions and activities that they want to engage in, and be whom they want to be 

(Robeyns, 2005). A given functioning may be insufficient as an end in itself, but a 

combination of functionings provides for well-being and quality of life, which arguably is the 

ultimate end. In this case, it is the freedom to pursue whatever one wants to be and do as the 

intermediate end in the capabilities approach. 

Clark (2005) demonstrates a linear relationship of means and ends as conceptualized by the 

capability approach: - 

Commodity Capability (to function)   Function(ing)  Utility (e.g. happiness) 

The capability approach distinguishes itself from other approaches as different people and 

societies vary in their capability to convert income and commodities into valuable achievements.  
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It may be argued that the capabilities approach does not itself specify what an ultimate end is. 

Despite this, the approach allows for conceptualizing ends without defining the very abstract 

nature of ends (of which Daly, and other authors refused to specify as well, see chapter 2). 

Expanding the freedoms to pursue different and abstract ends is the ultimate goal to this 

approach. A clear conception of ends is provided within the Human Development Report, of 

which it is stated that “the end of development must be human well-being” (UNDP, 1990, p. 10). 

3.2.2.3  Rights and Capabilities 

3.2.2.3.1 Intra-generational rights 
Although the capability approach is in essence the expansion of individual freedoms, the 

approach is a framework that is grounded on equality of rights and distributive justice. It 

departs from viewing equality in terms of utility, but rather in terms of expanding basic 

capabilities of all (Sen, 1979) as provided by the definition of human development, which is 

to ‘expand peoples’ freedoms and capabilities’ (UNDP, 2011 p.1). The approach entails a 

clear emphasis on intra-generational rights. 

Despite this, it has been noted that the capabilities approach does not pay primary attention 

towards the relationship between humans and the environment (Polishchuk and 

Rauschmayer, 2011). The challenge in considering the two areas together has resulted in this 

relationship to not gain much broad acceptance (See Section 3.3.3). However, the 

significance of establishing this relationship is widely accepted and the Human Development 

Report (HDR), of which is based on the capabilities approach, recognises the need for 

inclusion of environmental factors in evaluating development (Morse, 2003).  

The ecosystem services school of thought advocates that humans are dependent on the 

environment and “the economies of the earth would grind to a halt without the services of 

ecological life-support systems” (Contanza et al, 1997 p.253).  It sought to address the 

relationship between humans and the environment by assessing the consequences of 

ecosystem on human well-being (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005). Coined in the 

1980s by Ehrlich and Ehrlich, the concept addressed this through demonstrating how 

biodiversity loss affects ecosystem functions and thus human well-being (Polishchuk and 

Rauschmayer, 2011). Ecosystem functions are the properties or processes of ecosystems 

whilst ecosystem goods and services represent the benefits humans derive from these 

functions (Contanza et al, 1997). These functions are critical to human welfare and include 

regulation of life-supporting systems, production, provision of habitat and information 

(Lehtonen, 2004). According to Polishchuk and Rauschmayer (2011), those that have the 

strongest correlation to human well-being are the provisioning services, which provide 

material benefits derived from the ecosystem (such as water, food and energy) and regulating 

services, which regulates processes that are critical for human functioning (such as climate 

regulation, flood mitigation and moderation of extreme events). An observation between 

these two categories is that the provisioning services, whilst heavily dependent on the 

ecosystem, are goods where their accessibility may vary widely between countries depending 

on economic circumstances. Many of the earth’s regulating services are on the other hand 

global and indiscriminate where for example impacts of climate change are long term and 

high impact events and apart from some adaptation measures, are beyond the control of 

individual countries. 

The similarity, even in terms of discourse, between the capability approach and ecosystem 

services approach is striking, with functions and well-being the main concern. Whilst the 

capability approach does not consist of environmental sustainability measures, the areas 

discussed above should be taken into consideration to incorporate environmental 
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sustainability into the capability approach. Whilst it provides a promising approach and basis, 

the interconnections and the trade-offs among ecosystem services are noted for being 

extremely complex and challenging to incorporate into an indicator system (Carpenter et al, 

2006). 

3.2.2.3.2 Inter-generational rights 
The capabilities approach itself does not specify explicitly that it deals with distributive 

justice on a temporal scale. Despite this, UNDP recognised this within the 2011 Human 

Development Report centred on sustainability and equity (UNDP, 2011). Amartya Sen and 

Sudhir Anand recognised the connection between sustainability and equity and advocated for 

distributive justice to incorporate future generations as well as the current generation (UNDP, 

2011). It can be argued that the abstract question of what future needs are can be dealt with 

better by the capabilities approach (Polishchuk and Rauschmayer, 2011) as it provides an 

open and normative framework that expands peoples freedoms, rather than concentrate on a 

concrete set of utilities where preferences may change over time. The nature of the approach 

of which can be elaborated through an open, discursive process allows it to be suited towards 

several scenarios and thresholds of adaptation (Lehtonen, 2004), including those of future 

generations. Ballet et al  (as cited by Lehtonen, 2004, p.203) defined socially sustainable 

development as one that ‘‘guarantees for both present and future generations an improvement 

of the capabilities of well-being (social, economic or environmental) for all, through the 

aspiration of equity on the one hand— as intra-generational distribution of these 

capabilities— and their transmission across generations on the other hand’’. This establishes 

the link between the capability approach and the social pillar of sustainable development 

through the incorporation of inter-generational rights in the capabilities approach.  

3.2.2.3.3 Interspecies rights 
The link between environmental sustainability and equity has been established in the UNDP 

report and extensively in literature demonstrating the impacts of critical natural capital 

towards our societies. The capabilities approach can be extended to address this link due to its 

focus on our capability of functioning (being and doing), which will directly link our 

dependence on natural systems (Schlosberg, 2007).The establishment of this relationship is 

crucial in adopting the capabilities approach for sustainable development. 

The link between natural support systems towards our development can still be seen as an 

anthropocentric view as the natural systems are viewed purely as an instrumental value to 

humans (as opposed to intrinsic). Ecocentrists believe that people’s behaviour towards nature 

should be evaluated based on how they affect species and ecosystems and not merely living 

beings (Stenmark, 2002). Whether the capabilities approach can extend the capabilities to 

include non-human systems is unclear (Schlosberg, 2007), as the science and informational 

challenge along with the literature on the philosophical context of ‘nature capabilities’ is still 

at its infancy and requires further research. 

One area that advocates a more ecocentric approach is the critical natural capital school of 

thought that looks into substitutability of capital. Whilst this can be argued still as an 

anthropocentric view as it concerns natural capital for the instrumental use of humans, it 

creates a distinction from between weak sustainability and strong sustainability which is 

defined by Daly (1991) as below:  

 Weak environmental sustainability: derives from a perception that welfare is not 

normally dependent on a specific form of capital and can be maintained by substituting 

manufactured for natural capital, though with exceptions. 
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 Strong sustainability: derives from a different perception that substitutability of 

manufactured for natural capital is seriously limited by such environmental 

characteristics as irreversibility, uncertainty and the existence of 'critical' components 

of natural capital, which make a unique contribution to welfare. An even greater 

importance is placed on natural capital by those who regard it in many instances as a 

complement to man-made capital  

This differentiates the degree of ecocentrism applied to the definition of sustainability 

through the issue of substitutability. An indicator system may choose to incorporate the issue 

of substitutability to reflect different scales of achievement in sustainable development. 

3.2.2.4 Enablers for sustainable development 
To fulfil the concept of sustainable development, four criteria has to be met of which are (see 

chapter 2) i)Universal validity; ii) specifies limits and trade-offs; iii) dynamic and open for 

further development; and iv) normative and steer action. 

The capability approach is centred around providing individuals the freedom to pursue their 

own objectives rather than concentrate on individual utility. Utility, though considered 

important for individual well-being, are not considered sufficient guide to collective action 

(Dodd, 1997). Ontologically, the capability approach is non-individualistic in that it 

recognises that our actions influence the functioning of others (Robeyns, 2003). Pluralism is 

an important criterion within the concept and Nussbaum recognised this in emphasising that 

her list is open ended (Nussbaum, 2003). Sen himself refuses to endorse a set list as the 

capability approach and insists that any list is contextual (Robeyns, 2003).This demonstrates 

the universalism principle that the capability approach attempts to achieve. Although this in 

itself does not provide universal validity, Sen himself emphasised that the selection of 

capabilities on which to focus is a value judgement that is to be made explicitly, and in many 

cases by a process of public debate (Alkire, 2002). The subjectivity and focus on freedoms 

rather than a set of concrete needs also fulfils criteria (iii) (dynamic and open) as well as 

criteria (iv) for being a normative framework towards steering action for expanding 

capabilities. The combination of being normative and the universalist principle should be 

used in providing a list based in the context of sustainable development. 

Trade-offs and limits are not explicitly considered under this approach. Despite this, the 

capability approach entails that certain functionings will require an understanding of limits 

and trade-offs. The approach pays much attention to the links between material, mental and 

social well-being, and the economic, social, political and cultural dimensions of life 

(Robeyns, 2005). The focus on personal and socio-environmental conversion factors of 

turning commodities into functionings, and on the whole social and institutional context that 

affects the conversion factors (Robeyns, 2005) entails that certain trade-offs and limits must 

be taken into consideration. The UNDP report (2011) clearly demonstrates the link between 

environmental sustainability and equity demonstrating that environmental degradation can 

undermine the capabilities of others to function. 

3.2.3 Conclusion 
The compatibility of the capability approach was compared with the sustainable development 

key concepts and enablers derived from literature review (see chapter 2).  

Table 3.1 demonstrates that the capability approach addresses the key concepts of sustainable 

development. The one unclear concept is that of interspecies rights as the capabilities 

approach is developed as an anthropocentric framework that focuses on human capabilities. 
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Whether this can be suited towards a more ecocentrist approach is questionable. Nonetheless, 

even in an anthropocentric framework, the requirement of natural capital to function is a vital 

component of the capability approach. A degree of ecocentrism is suggested to be included 

through applying conception of weak and strong sustainability.  

Table 3.2 demonstrates that the enablers for organising indicators for sustainable 

development are partially fulfilled by the capability approach. Although the approach entails 

there are limits and trade-offs, it does not offer any guidance on how it can be 

operationalized. Any system for indicators based on the capability approach will require a 

system of trade-off and limits to be proposed.  

Table 3.1: Compatibility of the Capability Approach with Key concepts of SD 

 Concept of Needs Concept of Ends Concept of Rights 

Capability 

Approach 

Addresses the needs 

literature and expands 

on the limitations of 

the needs concept 

A comprehensive 

view of ends and 

means. Expanding 

freedoms as the 

intermediate end to 

fulfil subjective 

ultimate ends 

Addresses intra-

generational rights 

clearly and can be suited 

to include inter-

generational rights. 

Interspecies rights are 

unclear. 
 

Table 3.2: Compatibility of the Capability Approach with enablers of SD 

 Enables 

Universal 

Validity 

Specifies Limits 

and Trade-offs 

Dynamic and 

Open 

Normative to 

steer action 

Capability 

Approach 

The focus on 

functionings and 

capabilities is 

argued to be 

more universal 

than a set of 

needs that are 

subjective. 

Advocates 

public debate to 

obtain universal 

validity 

The focus on 

functionings 

entails limits 

and trade-offs. 

A system of 

trade-offs and 

limits not 

available and 

has to be 

researched 

further 

The emphasis on 

public debate 

and capabilities 

as opposed to 

concrete set of 

needs ensures it 

as an open and 

dynamic system 

Considered a 

normative 

framework to 

expand 

capabilities and 

freedoms. 
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3.3 Human Development Index (HDI) 

3.3.1 Introduction 
“Human development is a process of enlarging people’s choices. In principle, these choices 

can be infinite and change over time. But at all levels of development, the three essential ones 

are for people to lead a long and healthy life, to acquire knowledge and to have access to 

resources needed for a decent standard of living. If these essential choices are not available, 

many other opportunities remain inaccessible”.  

UNDP HDR (1990, p. 10) 

The first Human Development Report (HDR) in 1990 suggested an alternative index for 

gauging progress in human development (Anand and Sen, 1994; Morse, 2003). The Human 

Development Index (HDI) was created with the goal to focus attention away from income 

and GDP towards a more comprehensive measure of human development (Neumayer, 2001). 

The index has gained prominence with policy makers and the public alike (Neumayer, 2001; 

Morse, 2003). The HDI is based on the capability approach by Amartya Sen with the goal of 

enlarging people’s choices (UNDP, 1990).  

 

The HDI is a composite index that is aggregated into three equally weighted dimensions. The 

dimensions are: - 

i) Long and healthy life – life expectancy index as the indicator 

ii) Knowledge – education index (which includes mean years of schooling and 

expected years of schooling) as the indicator 

iii) A decent standard living – Gross National Income (GNI) as a proxy indicator. 
 

 

 

DIMENSIONS Long and healthy life Knowledge A decent standard of living 
INDICATORS Life expectancy at birth Mean years of 

Schooling 
Expected years of 

schooling 
GNI per capita (PPP $) 

   
    
    

DIMENSION Life Expectancy Index Education Index GNI Index 
INDEX    

  
 Human Development Index (HDI) 

 

Figure 3.1: Human Development Index Dimensions 

Source: modified from UNDP, 2012 

Without going into too much detail into the methodology of the composite indices that make 

up the HDI the  index is normalized based on the maximum and minimum scores of the 

countries: - 

standardized value = 

maximum value - real value for country 

range maximum – minimum 
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The HDI has been praised for being clear, unambiguous and undiluted focus on people, with 

three easily understood and ‘resonant’ dimensions of education, health and income (Morse, 

2003b). The league ranking it adopts provides a striking presentation and competition (which 

is debated whether it is healthy or unhealthy competition) which raises its profile further 

(Morse, 2004). Despite this, it is not without its critics (see Morse, 2004, p. 106; Togtokh, 

2011).  These include flawed methodologies, accuracy in using such highly aggregated index, 

data quality, etc. These are common issues in many macro-statistic studies (Morse, 2003). 

The criticism from proponents of sustainable development indicator  towards the HDI is 

regarding the simplistic nature of the indicator that does not cover the ‘human development’ 

complex within the three aggregated dimensions (Morse, 2003b)  as well as not taking into 

account ‘gas guzzling’ countries (Togtokh, 2011)
1
 . UNDP have recognised this but 

emphasised the simplicity and the focus of the index has to be maintained to ensure it 

continues to resonate with users (UNDP, 1990). 

3.3.2 HDI and sustainability 
“Sustainable human development is the expansion of the substantive freedoms of people 

today while making reasonable efforts to avoid seriously compromising those of future 

generations.” 

          UNDP, 2011, p. 2 

Sagar and Najam (1998) have highlighted the relationship between sustainability and the HDI 

or rather its failure to link the impact on the natural system by activities that potentially 

contribute to national income, and hence to HDI. Recently, UNDP has recognised this and 

the 2011 HDR is themed sustainability and equity. The HDR 2011 report explored in great 

depths the intersections between environmental sustainability and equity. The emphasis was 

put on distributive justice in stating that “future generations should have at least the same 

possibilities as people today” and “people’s chances at better lives should not be constrained 

by factors outside their control” (UNDP, 2011 p. 1).  

The 2011 HDR report goes on to demonstrate that simulations suggests that by 2050, the 

global HDI would be 8-15 per cent lower due to the adverse effects of global warming on 

agricultural production, access to clean water and sanitation and pollution on a business as 

usual scenario. These figures provide a compelling argument that any assessment on human 

development must take into consideration environmental sustainability. Nature, as a provider 

of resource input and of pollution assimilating capacity is critical towards human 

development (Neumayer, 2001).  

The HDR 2011 report itself advocates more research into this area in stating that “beyond the 

Millennium Development Goals, the world needs a post-2015 development framework that 

reflects equity and sustainability” (UNDP, 2011 p. iv). The momentum behind incorporating 

sustainability into the view of human development is further strengthened by a call for a 

global framework for Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the run-up to the Rio + 20. 

The merging of the capabilities approach and environmental sustainability is suggested as a 

potential framework that can successfully deliver a more comprehensive measurement of 

sustainable development. 

                                                 
1
 How would inclusion of emissions affect the HDI? Togtokh (2011) recalculated the HDI by taking per capita emissions as 

a dimension for environmental sustainability. The results indicated a movement in rankings. Australia, the United States and 

Canada for example, fall outside the top 10: Australia slides from 2nd place to 26th, the United States drops from 4th to 

28th, and Canada falls from 6th to 24th. This is not the case for all “very high development” countries as some do well in 

this sustainability index: Norway remains in the top position, Sweden rises from 10th to 2nd and Switzerland moves from 

11th to 3rd. 



   

 

29 

 

3.3.3 Greening the HDI 
There have been attempts in greening the HDI (Neumayer, 2001; Morse, 2003; Togtokh, 

2011). Whilst the HDI recognises its limitation in the context of sustainable development, 

existing efforts on the incorporation of sustainability into the HDI has proven to be difficult 

(Neumayer, 2001; Morse, 2003). 

Neumayer (2001) argues that there are four reasons why resource and environmental issues 

should not be integrated into the HDI itself:  

i) There is no direct relationship between resource exploitation and environmental 

degradation on the one hand and the level of human development on the other 

hand; 

ii) While the variables included in the HDI so far are all clear on where improvement 

is to be gained — the longer people live, the better educated they are and the more 

income they have, the better — this is in general not the case for environmental 

variables. To reduce water withdrawal from internal renewable water resources to 

zero is just not a sensible goal. Neither is bringing pollution down to zero; 

iii) The HDI already consists of variables that many regard as hardly commensurable. 

Entering a new variable would strengthen the case of those who claim that the 

HDI aggregates entities that should better be looked at separately; and 

iv) Any structural change of the HDI will make comparability over time with former 

years impossible. 

In his attempt to demonstrate the linkages between environmental sustainability and human 

development, Morse (2003) emphasised that there is a correlation in that countries that do 

well in terms of well-being tend to be the worst performers in environmental terms, 

contradicting Neumayer’s first point. When plotted in a diagram in comparing the ecological 

footprint and HDI of countries, there is a clear trend that higher HDI countries tend to have a 

higher ecological footprint as well (see figure 3.2). 

 

 

Figure 3.2: Comparison between Ecological Footprint and HDI score 

Source: Morse, 2003 
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Despite this, it is clear to see here that it is also possible to achieve high human development 

with lower ecological footprint through positive synergies. The HDR 2011 report concluded 

that the relationship between HDI; whilst a higher HDI is correctly associated with 

environmental degradation, and the relationship is not mutually reinforcing but rather create 

trade-offs. This was attributed mainly to economic growth in the income dimension, as no 

correlation was found between carbon emissions and education and health. The relationship 

between HDI and environmental risks were summarised as below (UNDP, 2011 p. 3):  

 Household environmental deprivations— indoor air pollution, inadequate access to 

clean water and improved sanitation— are more severe at low HDI levels and decline 

as the HDI rises. 

 Environmental risks with community effects— such as urban air pollution— seem to 

rise and then fall with development; some suggest that an inverted U-shaped curve 

(Kuznets Curve) describes the relationship. 

 Environmental risks with global effects— namely greenhouse gas emissions— 

typically rises with the HDI. 

This conclusion suggests that although there is a correlation between HDI and environmental 

degradation, a simple add-on of environmental sustainability could not be attached to the HDI 

without taking into consideration the differential impacts it has on the HDI. Morse (2003) 

recognised this and suggested that in greening the HDI, three criteria should be taken into 

consideration: - 

 (i) the basic HDI should not be modified; 

(ii) a new index should be avoided and 

(iii) the underlying methodology should be transparent and easily understood. 

This is similar to Neumayer’s (2001) conclusions in that a simple add-on of environmental 

degradation should be avoided to maintain the simplicity and focus that has been achieved by 

the HDI. Morse (2003) suggested that a HDI per Ecological Footprint (HDI/EF) can be 

adopted based on a statistically significant curve that determines the optimal level of 

development and ecological footprint (see Morse, 2003 p. 196).   

Despite this, Togtokh (2011 p.1) contended that “the bottom line is that progress in the HDI 

has come at the cost of global warming” and suggested that carbon emissions per capita 

should be included within the HDI. The basis of the argument is that emissions are positively 

and strongly correlated with income. Togtokh does recognise that the environmental costs are 

related only to economic growth, not to broader gains in the HDI, and the relationship is not 

fixed, but contended that a comprehensive view must take into consideration environmental 

degradation, with global warming, and carbon emissions in particular, a proxy indicator.  

3.3.4 Conclusion 
A review of the HDI in the context of sustainable development has highlighted challenges 

and good efforts in incorporating sustainability into the HDI. There is consensus in the 

attempts to green the HDI that a simple add-on to the HDI (Neumayer, 2001; Morse, 2003) is 

not desirable. Despite this Togtokh (2011) demonstrated that this is possible through adding 

carbon emissions into the calculation of the HDI to obtain a Human Sustainable Development 

Index (HSDI). 
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As simplicity is emphasised in the success of the HDI, the efforts that attempted to green the 

HDI consisted of adding either ecological footprint or carbon emissions as a proxy of 

environmental degradation. A key barrier in modifying the HDI to include either proxy is due 

to the fact that the relationship between HDI and environmental sustainability is not 

statistically consistent. This is also recognised by Togtokh in his efforts in the inclusion of 

carbon emissions into his HSDI.  

Based on the review, any framework based on the capability approach shall: - 

i) Be separate framework from the HDI – it should not be a modified version of the 

HDI but rather a separate framework based on the capabilities approach. Although 

Morse (2003) suggested that there should not be a new index, recent calls for a 

stand-alone Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) may produce the impact 

required as per both the MDG and HDI 

ii) Simplicity – despite the challenges, simplicity has to be maintained with 

ecological footprint and/or carbon emissions suggested as a proxy for 

environmental degradation 

iii) Links – incorporate a system of trade-offs and identification of positive and 

negative synergies  

Despite the challenges and barriers of introducing environmental indicators within 

development indicators, what is widely agreed within the review is that environmental 

sustainability affects human capabilities to function and a comprehensive development index 

has to take this into consideration. As alluded to by Neumayer, Morse and Togtokh, the 

current HDI does not address the distributive justice of future generations nor the impact of 

environmental degradation on societies. Whilst the authors provided very good 

methodologies in incorporating environmental sustainability into the development index 

debate, the concept of incorporating environmental risks and degradation to the HDI has been 

taken with caution as perhaps there is a reluctance to amend a successful indicator. 

Furthermore, the justification of adding environmental sustainability has not been 

conceptually argued on a strong basis, where the argument is based mostly on the relationship 

between economic growth (income) and environmental degradation, which has been debated 

extensively. This thesis proposes that the capabilities approach provides a strong conceptual 

basis whereby countries that cause environmental degradation limit the capabilities of 

persons to function in other countries and societies (regardless of the correlation between 

environmental degradation with income and growth). This departs from an attempt to ‘green’ 

the HDI and grounded on the conception of equality and justice both in terms of intra-

generational and inter-generational rights.  
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4 Chapter 4: Methodology 

4.1 Research Design  
The objectives of the thesis were met by undertaking three activities:  

i) Review of the key concepts of sustainable development and the capabilities 

approach 

ii) Analysis of the key priorities and position of practitioners in selecting indicators 

iii) Synthesis of results through triangulation of the review and analysis to 

recommend the key elements in a global framework for measuring sustainable 

development. 

A mixed methods design (Greene et al, 1989; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003) was adopted 

where both quantitative and qualitative data was utilised within the research process. The 

mixed methodology can be regarded as a multiplism approach. The multiplism approach 

emphasises that more ‘true’ results can be obtained from the convergence of results from 

multiple methods (Cook, 1985). 

The purpose of the mixed methodology for this thesis can be regarded as both for 

triangulation and development purposes. The triangulation method, similar to the multiplism 

approach, seeks to derive results from the convergence, corroboration and correspondence of 

results from different methods (Greene et al, 1989). Results from the review, qualitative 

analysis and the quantitative analysis triangulate towards a synthesis of results. Development, 

where one methodology uses the results from the other (Greene et al, 1989), was also adopted 

where the results of the qualitative analysis were used for the quantitative analysis. 

The process can be seen in Figure 4.1. The literature review provided the conceptual 

background to the research but also acted as a vital component in establishing the results and 

analysis. A review of the key concepts of sustainable development allowed for an organizing 

framework for SDIs to be established. This in turn allowed for the compatibility of the 

capabilities to meet the key concepts of sustainable development to be analysed.  

The sequential process of undertaking the qualitative research prior to the quantitative 

analysis allowed for the development of data to be utilised. This enabled the specification of a 

list of key criteria to be established for a quantitative survey based on a qualitative data (in 

the form of focus group discussions – see section 4.2.3.1). This is vital as it allowed the 

specification of a list for ranking of the key criteria based on practice rather than theory, 

where the relevance of the practitioners in the context of Malaysia was captured. The 

triangulation method is also utilised to cross check the data whether they correspond to each 

other.  

The triangulation of the review, quantitative analysis and qualitative analysis allowed for a 

synthesis of the results. The synthesis provided the key elements in a global framework for 

measuring sustainable development through merging theoretical considerations from the 

review and practical operationalization issues through the analysis. 
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Figure 4.1: Research Process 

4.2 Analysis methodology 

4.2.1 Mixed Methodology 
The procedure for data collection and analysis consisted of quantitative based survey as well 

as qualitative data obtained from focus discussions based on a purposive sample. The 

rationale behind undertaking a mixed methodology is due to the fact that neither quantitative 

nor qualitative research would be sufficient in capturing the key drivers in selecting 

indicators as it consisted of both ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ issues. 

The quantitative analysis on the key drivers for selecting indicators will provide an empirical 

account of the ranking of the selected criteria. The focus group discussions allowed for the 

‘soft’ issues to be identified. An absence of a medium for discussion would not have allowed 

for the thesis to probe into more depth on the core issues that are faced by the respondents, of 

which the focus group discussions undertaken allowed for emergent knowledge to be 

captured. 

4.2.2 Purposive Sampling 
Purposive sampling is a technique where the sample is based on the deliberate choice of the 

researcher (Tongco, 2007).  This technique is normally used where the researcher has 

identified people who are in a position to provide the most accurate information by virtue of 

knowledge, experience and/or position (Bernard, 2002). The technique is non-random as 

opposed to random sampling of a population. Although non random sampling may face 

criticisms of bias, the purpose of the analysis of which is to identify the key drivers in 

selecting indicators does not have any requirement to have a random sample, but rather 

requires a focus sample instead. 

The sample for this thesis consisted of individuals who are within the working group of 

developing a national Sustainable Development Indicator (SDI) framework for Malaysia. The 

working group consists of high level civil servants as well as practitioners within the 

‘indicator industry’ in Malaysia who have a wide experience in dealing with indicators 

closely linked to sustainable development and will be responsible for shaping Malaysia’s 

national SDI.  

 

Review  

Qualitative 

(Focus Groups) 

Quantitative 

(Surveys) 

Data Collection Results & 

Analysis 



   

 

34 

 

4.2.3 Qualitative Analysis 

4.2.3.1 Focus group discussions (FGD) 

The focus group technique was utilised as the qualitative analysis. The focus group is a 

methodology that adopts a form of group interview that capitalises on communication 

between research participants to generate data (Kitzinger, 1995). Focus groups distinguishes 

itself from group interviews as it is not merely a quick and convenient way to collect data 

from a big group of people, but rather capitalises on the interaction of the group (Kitzinger, 

1995).  

Semi-structured FGDs were conducted with high level civil servants and practitioners that are 

within the Malaysia SDI working group. The FGDs were conducted between November 2011 

and December 2011. The focus groups were divided into six groups of which have provided 

their consent but wish to remain anonymous. Each group consisted of three to six individuals. 

The groups are coded into six groups for the purpose of this thesis (see Table 5.1). 

Each FGD was guided by a questionnaire set. However, the setting allowed for an informal 

discussion to take place without strictly following the questionnaire set. This allowed for the 

group to highlight any issues not captured within the questionnaire.  

4.2.4 Quantitative Analysis 

4.2.4.1 Survey 

Quantitatively based surveys were utilised to provide a quantitative account for the purpose 

of the research. A survey was undertaken on the same purposive sample utilised in the focus 

group discussions to study the key drivers in the choice of indicators. Two areas were 

surveyed of which are: - 

i) Key criteria in selecting indicators; and 

ii) Degree of Anthropocentricism against Ecocentricity in selecting indicators  

To ascertain the key criteria in selecting indicators, the respondents were surveyed on set list 

of criteria as a result of the focus group discussions. Respondents were asked to rank which 

criteria are the most important when selecting an indicator. 

The rationales behind the list were derived from focus group discussions that were carried out 

as a process of this thesis. The criteria above were commonly cited as the key criteria when 

selecting indicators. 

Secondly, the degree of anthropocentrism and ecocentrism in the views of the practitioners 

were also surveyed. This will allow an understanding of the practicality in selecting 

indicators based on an ecocentric view. 

The output of the survey will provide a quantitative basis on the ranking of the two variables.  

4.3 Limitations 
The methodology provides a means to understanding the key drivers of practitioners within 

Malaysia. However it has to be noted that the sample size taken is very small. Whilst the 

practitioners are those directly related to specifying sustainable development indicators for 

Malaysia, the executive decision towards any framework lies with the very top echelon of the 

government (i.e. the cabinet, prime minister, etc) and depends on interventions from those in 
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power. The views expressed by the practitioners are not the official views of the Malaysian 

government. 

Whilst a focus discussion group is deemed to be very effective by creating a conducive 

environment, the expert opinions voiced for the purpose of the research consist of no 

accountability. Whether being in a position of accountability changes the results or not is not 

being taken into consideration within this thesis.  

The practitioners chosen are those that are within the working group for the national SDI. 

This may raise questions on biasness towards viewing the issue as a national issue. Despite 

this, many of the respondents are also involved in the international negotiations of Rio + 20 

and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Finally, the methodology is deemed suitable as it lays out the key drivers of practitioners in 

Malaysia. In practice, negotiations are, more often than not, determined by strategic alliances 

and external pressures. These are not taken into consideration as the thesis purely looks at 

what the opinions of the practitioners in Malaysia are to understand what their key drivers 

are, in the absence of external pressure.
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5 Chapter 5 Results & Analysis: Key drivers in the choice of 
Sustainable Development Indicators (SDIs) in Malaysia 

5.1 Introduction 
The purpose of the analysis is to understand the key drivers of policy makers and 

practitioners in selecting a set of indicators. This methodology requires experts and 

practitioners that are directly involved in specifying the SDIs in Malaysia and involved with 

the international negotiations on Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

The purposive sampling methodology was adopted for the analysis chapter of the thesis. A 

mixed methodology was undertaken involving both quantitative and qualitative research 

carried out with the sample based on experts and practitioners within the field of Sustainable 

Development Indicators in Malaysia (see Chapter 4). 

The sample was chosen based on the participant’s relevance in developing Sustainable 

Development Indicators in Malaysia. The respondents consist of the SDI working group 

currently working on producing a national level SDI for Malaysia. Many of the respondents 

are currently working on indicator initiatives within Malaysia. Eight respondents answered 

the survey and six focus groups (consisting of 3-6 individuals per group) were interviewed 

within this process. 

Section 5.2 provides the analysis and results from the qualitative studies carried out through 

focus group discussions while section 5.3 provides the results and analysis of the quantitative 

analysis undertaken. 

5.2 Qualitative Analysis 

5.2.1 Focus group discussions (FGD) 
FGDs were conducted with high level civil servants and practitioners including bureaucrats 

and technocrats that are within the Malaysia SDI working group (see Chapter 4). The groups 

were divided based on their expertise. This allowed for different perceptions and opinions to 

be analysed. Ultimately, the purpose is to understand the key drivers when it comes to 

selecting indicators at a practical scale. The respondents, who wish to remain anonymous, are 

coded as below:  

Table 5.1: Focus Group Codes  

Code Area of expertise 

G1 Planning Agency 

G2 City and Urban Indicators 

G3 Information Management 

G5 Environmental Indicators 

G6 Social Welfare Indicators 

 

The United Nations Commission for Sustainable Development (UN CSD) SDI guidelines 

identifies nine criteria for selecting indicators (UN CSD, 2007). 

i) primarily national in scope; 

ii) relevant to assessing sustainable development progress; 

iii) limited in number, but remaining open-ended and adaptable to future needs; 
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iv) broad in coverage of Agenda 21 and all aspects of sustainable development; 

v) understandable, clear and unambiguous; 

vi) conceptually sound; 

vii) representative of an international consensus to the extent possible; 

viii) within the capabilities of national governments to develop; and 

ix) dependent on cost effective data of known quality. 

Generally the focus groups agree and identified with the list in ensuring the practicality of the 

indicator systems. The groups were probed in more depth on the practical issues faced in their 

experience as practitioners within the ‘indicator industry’ along with their personal opinions 

on Malaysia’s position for a global framework in measuring sustainable development. 

5.2.1.1 Key criteria in selecting indicators  

5.2.1.1.1 Data availability 
In the discussions of key criteria and practical issues faced, the interviewees consistently 

bring up the issue of data availability. In many cases, unavailable data does not necessarily 

lead to abandoning the desired indicator. This in itself provides many complications to 

practitioners. Internationally specified indicators that are required to be standardized globally 

require up to date data for all the indicators desired by the associated organisation. There are 

instances where up-to-date data is not available and the previous data is used as a default (G5, 

G3). This may indicate the wrong performance at the time of reporting as indicated by G5 in 

where a few environmental indicators do not demonstrate current performance in Malaysia 

but utilised for international reporting. Where indicators are prescribed top down (either 

internationally or nationally) and data is not available, in some cases proxy indicators are 

used which undermines its credibility (G6). Data that is only available at the time of reporting 

only is also not sufficient for periodic indicators. Firstly, it will not allow a time series 

comparison of performance (G6, G2), especially where international or local benchmark 

methodologies are not available (G2). Secondly, the ‘sustainability’ of the data is important 

as in some cases, it was found that the data was produced as a ‘one-off’ and not available for 

years to come (All). This played a part in the choice of indicators. 

5.2.1.1.2 Justification and Credibility of indicators 
The justification process can be lengthy and troublesome, especially as transparency is vital 

in the rationale behind the choice and methodology of calculating the indicator. This was 

emphasised by G6 in the area of social welfare indicators where dealing with subjective goals 

required a thorough and transparent justification process, especially in selecting new 

indicators that are relevant towards the overall aim. The indicators that fail to provide robust 

justification whilst being either conceptually and/or methodologically sound may not be 

approved as an indicator for the initiative. This is highly relevant for sustainable development 

indicators as not only it deals with subjectivity in combining all the dimensions of 

sustainability, which in itself is a major challenge, but it also consists of uncertainties. The 

scientific understanding of coupled human-biophysical systems is uncertain due to its 

inherent unpredictability in the complex interactions in the system as well as an incomplete 

science in the subject matter (Dietz et al, 2003).  

5.2.1.1.3 Clear conception of overall aims  
A discussion on sustainable development indicators brought the question of “what is the main 

aim of SDIs for Malaysia?” The holistic and ambiguous concept of sustainable development 

is a common theme within this thesis but additionally, what sustainable development means 

to Malaysia (as opposed to global discourse) is also unclear. All the respondents alluded to 
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the importance of a clear conception and aim for SDIs. The indicator initiatives participated 

by the focus groups interviewed for the most part had clearer aims (i.e. environmental 

indicators, social welfare, etc), but still had encountered difficulties in conceptions. G6 in 

viewing the social welfare indicators subjectivity debated the inclusion of issues such as 

happiness into their indicators. The UN CSD SDI was presented as an example of SDIs and 

the long list of indicators raised more questions between the groups. Each focus group felt 

that it was lacking certain indicators. G1 highlighted the difficulties that without a strong 

conception of indicators, a ‘laundry list’ of items will be debated on its inclusion and 

exclusion from the indicator set. What is needed is a concept that acts as a ‘data-base 

organizer’ as aptly put by Meadows (1998 p. 41) “in which one would not be likely to lose 

one’s way, in which one would never lose sight of what is most important for sustainable 

development”. 

5.2.1.2 Malaysia’s Position in a Global framework 

5.2.1.2.1 National vs International priorities 
Measuring environmental systems quite often differs between national and international 

priorities. Local and easily captured values (e.g., the market value of timber) have to be 

balanced against global, diffuse, and hard-to- capture values (e.g., biodiversity and the 

capability of humans and ecosystems to adapt to unexpected events) (Dietz et al, 2003). A 

study by G2 on the urban indicators that are relevant in Malaysia established that whilst some 

indicators that are widely used internationally are relevant to Malaysia, others are not. An 

example provided is where the UN CSD SDI specifies the proportion of urban population 

living in slums; whilst in Malaysia what is of more relevance for living conditions is the 

number of squatters. Furthermore, the disaggregated data available by G2 demonstrated that 

inequalities within the country are not reflected in a country-by-country global framework of 

indicators. 

5.2.1.2.2 Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
Experience from the MDGs supports the argument that disaggregated data is crucial as 

Malaysia demonstrated progress in many areas but identified gaping inequalities (UNCTM 

and EPU, 2010). The MDG process also demonstrated that Malaysia has exceeded many of 

the targets, of which are of a ‘basic’ nature. Malaysia is currently regarded as a middle 

income country, and with a target of becoming a high income country by 2020, any indicators 

or goals must exceed the ‘basic’ requirements to be relevant for Malaysia’s own goals and 

priorities (G1). 

5.2.1.2.3 Trade-offs 
As a relatively small country in terms of size and economy, the global impacts of actions in 

Malaysia were questioned (G1). As an example, a contentious issue here is carbon emissions. 

Whereas it is acknowledged that globally everyone is responsible for reducing carbon 

emissions, G1 raised the issue that if Malaysia cut carbon emissions by 100%, the impacts 

would be negligible on a global scale. This is in line with findings by a report commissioned 

by the French government on “Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress” 

by Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi.  Stiglitz et al (2009 p. 77) which reported that approach centred 

on national sustainabilities may not be relevant for all dimensions of sustainability, with 

global warming given as an example where the distribution of the consequences of climate 

change  are uneven, and does not correlate with the country’s own CO2 emissions. Large 

emitters will have bigger impacts globally, suggesting a system of trade-offs to ensure that all 

countries provide a fair reflection of their global contribution, whether positive of negative.  
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5.3 Quantitative Analysis 

5.3.1 Survey  
A survey was undertaken to study the key drivers in the choice of indicators. Two areas were 

surveyed of which are:  

i) Key criteria in selecting indicators 

ii) Degree of Anthropocentricism against Ecocentricity in selecting indicators  

To ascertain the key criteria in selecting indicators, the respondents were surveyed on set list 

of criteria as a result of the focus group discussions. Respondents were asked to rank which 

criteria are considered to be the most important when selecting an indicator with the below 

list provided:  

a. The purpose/objective of the indicator to the overall aims of the initiative 

b. The credibility of the indicator (whether the results show accurately what the 

indicator is supposed to demonstrate and allow for ease of justification) 

c. Data availability and sustainability of data (on-going data availability) 

d. Relevance to national priorities/policies 

e. Relevance to global priorities/standards 

Secondly, the degree of anthropocentrism and ecocentrism in the practitioners were also 

surveyed. This allowed an understanding of the practicality in selecting indicators based on 

an ecocentric view. The respondents were asked to rank the following in terms of priority:  

a. Indicators which have clear direct impacts on humans (i.e. natural disaster 

vulnerability) 

b. Indicators that affect environment with less clear impacts on humans (i.e. 

biodiversity extinction rate) (but potentially high impact on the ecosystem as a 

whole) 

5.3.2 Results 

5.3.2.1 Key criteria in selecting indicators 
 

The results of the survey can be seen in Table 5.2. The ranking of the key criteria in selecting 

indicators based on the purposive sample are as below:  

1. The purpose/objective of the indicator to the overall aims of the initiative 

2. Data availability and sustainability of data (on-going data availability) 

3. Relevance to national priorities/policies 

4. The credibility of the indicator (whether the results show accurately what the indicator 

is supposed to demonstrate and allow for ease of justification) 

5. Relevance to global priorities/standards 

The glaring observation is that the key criterion in selecting indicators is the purpose or 

objective of the indicators to the overall aims of the initiative. 62.5 % of respondents (five out 

of eight) have chosen this criterion with a majority of the respondents agreeing that this is the 

main criterion. This demonstrates the importance of setting a clear agenda and purpose of 

indicators that are based on strong conceptual understandings. As reviewed within this thesis, 

the sustainable development discourse tends to be ambiguous, which may be unhelpful for 
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practitioners to select indicators. This may explain the issues where some regard the UN CSD 

SDI and other similar SDI to be a ‘laundry list’ of indicators.  

On the other end of the scale, 100% of respondents indicated that the relevance of global 

priorities and standards are the least important criterion. It has to be emphasised that the 

respondents consist of a working group for a national SDI, indicating where this bias may 

occur. Nonetheless, this is a striking observation and emphasises the need for any global 

framework to be accommodating of national priorities and goals. Relevance to national 

priorities is overall ranked third with one respondent stating it as the most important criterion. 

The Malaysia Plans are the overarching document for policy making in Malaysia and any 

indicator in theory should be relevant towards the Malaysia Plans to have any resonance with 

the policy makers in Malaysia. 

Consistent with the interviews carried out, data availability and the sustainability of the data 

is a major criterion and is ranked second overall (six respondents) as well as the most 

important by two respondents. This demonstrates the practical difficulties in selecting 

indicators and demonstrates the need for simplicity, cost effectiveness and practicality to be 

considered when designing an indicator framework. 

Credibility and justification of the indicator is also seen to be integral in not only the choice 

of indicator, but also whether the indicator is approved (see qualitative analysis). 

Table 5.2: Results of Survey of Key priorities in selecting indicators 

Key criteria Unit – number of respondents 

First 

Choice 

(Most 

important) 

Second 

Choice 

Third 

Choice 

Fourth 

Choice 

Fifth 

Choice 

(Least 

important) 

The purpose/objective of the 

indicator to the overall aims 

of the initiative 

5 2 1 
  

The credibility of the 

indicator (whether the results 

show accurately what the 

indicator is supposed to 

demonstrate and allow for 

ease of justification) 

  
3 5 

 

Data availability and 

sustainability of data (on-

going data availability) 

2 6 
   

Relevance to national 

priorities/policies 
1 

 
5 2 

 

Relevance to global 

priorities/standards     
8 

 

5.3.2.2 Anthropocentricism and Ecocentricism 
The results of the degree of anthropocentrism and ecocentricity applied in selecting indicaitrs 

can be seen in Table 5.3. 100% of the respondents regard indicators which have direct 

impacts on humans to be of more importance than indicators that affect the environment with 

less clear impacts on humans. This can be regarded as an anthropocentric view. This suggests 
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that any indicator system should prioritise anthropocentrism over ecocentrism to resonate 

with practitioners. This is where the indicator’s value can be that of conceptual use (see 

chapter 2) that may encourage more environmental debate in the international sustainable 

development discourse and can be used as a learning tool or platform towards a more 

ecocentric understanding. 

Table 5.3: Results of Survey of Degree of Anthropocentricism against Ecocentricity in selecting indicators 

Anthropocentric Unit – number of 

respondents 

First 

Choice 

Second 

Choice 

Indicators which have clear direct impacts on humans (i.e. 

natural disaster vulnerability) 
8 

 

Indicators that affect environment with less clear impacts on 

humans (i.e. biodiversity extinction rate) (but potentially 

high impact on the ecosystem as a whole)  
8 

 

5.4 Conclusion 
The qualitative analysis led to the discussion of key criteria in selecting indicators in 

Malaysia. The quantitative analysis provided an empirical account of the priorities of the key 

practitioners whilst the qualitative research provided more in-depth knowledge on the 

practical issues in selecting indicators. The key criteria for practitioners in Malaysia when 

establishing indicators are listed below:  

i) The purpose/objective of the indicator to the overall aims of the initiative 

(conceptually sound) 

ii) Data availability and sustainability of data (on-going data availability) 

iii) Relevance to national priorities/policies 

iv) The credibility of the indicator (whether the results show accurately what the 

indicator is supposed to demonstrate and allow for ease of justification) 

v) Relevance to global priorities/standards 

On top of that, the focus group discussions provided further criteria when asked about 

opinions on a global framework which resulted in an extra two criteria: - 

vi) A system of trade-offs 

vii) Beyond basic needs 

The first part of the criteria corresponds to the list provided by the UN CSD SDI with the 

study being able to understand in more depth the emphasis on the importance of the criteria 

put by the practitioners.  The second parts of the criteria are interesting findings on opinions 

of practitioners from a Malaysian perspective in entering into any global framework 

agreement. 

An emphasis on national over international goals is an issue that will have to be taken into 

consideration in setting up a global framework for measuring sustainable development. 

Where resources will be spent on agreeing to measuring international goals, the question of 

“what is in it for us” will have to be answered. 
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An observation throughout the process of the focus group discussion and the results of the 

quantitative analysis also points out to the fact that practitioners put an emphasis on 

procedural issues as the criteria for selecting indicators. Examples are justification processes 

and data availability. One respondent proclaimed that the justification process is one of the 

most important criteria as the respondent has to answer to the ‘top management’ for inclusion 

of any indicator. This may suggest a top-down approach is frequently adopted by 

practitioners whereby conceptual issues are developed by the top (either internationally or by 

the ‘top management’) with the practitioners in charge of operationalizing the indicators. This 

would emphasise the need for a strong conceptual framework to guide the practitioners. 

In many aspects of the debate, the key criteria identified consist of the need for simplicity. 

This contradicts with the wicked nature of the sustainable development issue. An indicator 

must not overload the capacity of users to assimilate it (Dietz et al, 2003) and must resonate 

with policy makers and the public alike to promote instrumental or conceptual use. One issue 

is that the scientific perception of sustainable development suggests that it should be purely 

descriptive and ‘objective’. This has resulted in the normative implications of SDIs have 

seldom been made explicit or justified (Stiglitz et al, 2009). Despite the complexity of 

measuring sustainable development it must be emphasised that regardless, although “the 

world is too complex to deal with all available information; we have no choice as without 

indicators, we fly blind” (Meadows, 1998, p. 10).
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6 Chapter 6 Discussion: Capabilities Approach as a Framework 
for Global Indicators of Sustainable Development 

 

6.1 Introduction 
This thesis set out to assess whether the capability approach is a suitable candidate as a 

conceptual basis for a global framework for measuring sustainable development. The thesis 

also investigated the practical operationalization requirements to identify further issues that 

need to be addressed. The results of the previous sections have enabled the identification of 

the following:  

i) Key concepts and enablers for Sustainable Development; 

ii) Key concepts of the Capability Approach; and 

iii) Key drivers of practitioners in the field of Sustainable Development Indicators 

(SDI) 

The understanding of the key concepts for sustainable development and the capability 

approach has allowed for the analysis on the compatibility of the two concepts. It was argued 

that conceptually the two approaches are compatible. Section 6.2 will move the discussion 

towards addressing key issues for a global framework on SDIs. Section 6.3 recommends 

mechanisms to reconcile the issues identified. 

6.2 Key issues for a global SDI framework 
The key issues that need to be addressed for establishing a global framework on SDI are 

suggested below: - 

viii) Conceptually sound - Clear purpose/objective and normative to steer action 

ix) Simplicity in usage and operationalization – ensure data availability and be 

separate from the HDI to avoid confusion and ambiguity 

x) Bridging universalist and relativist views - ensure universal validity as well as 

being dynamic and open for change 

xi) Reflect trade-offs and limits – incorporate a system of positive and negative 

synergies  

xii) Address basic needs/capabilities as well as go beyond basic capabilities – to 

ensure the relevance of the indicators for both developed and developing countries 

The list is derived from synthesizing the findings of the review and analysis. This is not an 

exhaustive list of criteria for operationalizing an SDI but rather the issues that will need to be 

addressed towards establishing a global framework (as opposed to community, national, 

industry based, or other SDI frameworks). It is appreciated that further issues and criteria are 

required but the proposed list are suggested as the key conceptual issues that need to be 

addressed to provide a sound conceptual basis for a global framework on sustainable 

development indicators.  Each of these issues will be reviewed to analyse mechanisms on 

how the capability approach can meet the criteria. 

The list identified corresponds towards Parris and Kates (2003 p.582) findings of why there is 

no universally agreed indicator framework of which are: 

i) the ambiguity of sustainable development; 

ii) the plurality of purpose in characterizing and measuring sustainable development; 

and, 
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iii)  the confusion of terminology, data, and methods of measurement 

The ambiguity of the definition and the plurality of purpose demonstrate the lack of a clear 

basis and focus for measuring sustainable development. The confusion involving 

terminology, data and methods of measurements were highlighted in the review and analysis, 

especially in attempts of measuring trade-offs. All these issues point to the need for a 

conceptually sound framework that can fulfil the ambiguous definition of sustainable 

development, provide a clear focus on the purpose of measurement and resolve confusion in 

the areas mentioned. In addition to the issues listed by Parris and Kates (2003) it is suggested 

that operationalizing a global framework will also require a range of other mechanisms of 

which are reviewed in the following sections. 

6.2.1 Conceptually Sound 
Chapter 2 and 3 have reviewed and analysed the concepts of both sustainable development 

and the capability approach. Whilst the definition of sustainable development has been 

criticised to be vague, it is proposed that for the purpose of indicators, the framework is 

organized through the understanding of three key concepts (refer Chapter 2): - 

i) Needs  

ii) Rights (Both inter and intra-generational) 

iii) Ends 

In response to the criticisms of vagueness of the sustainable development concept, the 

capability approach addresses these three concepts and the enablers to meet the sustainable 

development concept (see chapter 3). It is argued that the capability approach provides the 

sound conceptual basis that the sustainable development discourse is missing. Firstly, its aim 

for expanding capabilities of all to pursue their freedoms is strong, clear and relevant for 

sustainable development and resonates with the general public. Secondly, the success of the 

HDI demonstrated how it can be operationalized. Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, the 

debate of introducing the environmental dimension globally is argued in the frame of equity 

and justice. The HDR 2011 report clearly established the links that environmental 

degradation in one country could limit the capabilities of other countries and future 

generations to function. This addresses the concept of both inter and intra-generational rights. 

The sustainable development concept suffers from being seen as purely positivist rather than 

normative due to its natural science background (Redclift, 1993), despite the fact that the 

notion of sustainable development consists of normative concepts as it deals with 

uncertainties (see Stiglitz et al, 2009 p. 75). The normative implications of sustainable 

development are not always made explicit or properly justified (Stiglitz et al, 2009). The 

capability approach offers a normative tool through a framework of thought (Robeyns, 2003). 

Conceptually, it is not a mathematical algorithm to measure human development nor is it a 

complete theory of justice, but rather advocates that the evaluation of a certain space (i.e. 

equity, justice, or in this case sustainable development),  should be based on capabilities 

(Robeyns, 2003). The capability approach offers a conceptual framework that can be justified 

under the argument of steering action towards equity and justice for current and future 

generations, pertaining to rights in the context of sustainable development. 

6.2.2 Simplicity in Usage and Operationalization 
The issue of simplicity has been consistently mentioned as a key criterion (Morse, 2003; UN 

CSD, 2007; Stiglitz et al, 2009). The importance of simplicity can be viewed from the 
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perspective of the audience or users for the usage of the indicator as well as the practitioners 

for operationalizing the indicators (in terms of data availability, methodology, etc).  

An SDI framework needs to be understandable, clear and unambiguous (UN CSD, 2007) to 

enhance the instrumental or conceptual use of the indicator (Hezri, 2004). Composite indices 

such as the HDI have resonated with the users at least partly due to its simplicity. A simple 

add-on to amend the HDI though has been deemed unsuitable and the report by Stiglitz et al 

(2009 p.77) emphasizes this by their recommendation as it may lead to confusing messages. 

For a comprehensive sustainable development indicator framework, it is suggested that a 

thematic category is adopted where each category are separated from each other. The issue of 

interconnections between the different categories are discussed under section 6.2.4 (Trade-off 

and limits).  

The requirement for measuring the “all-encompassing concept that absorbs every dimension 

of present and future economic, social and environmental well-being” (Stiglitz et al, 2009 p. 

72) is an issue that faces practitioners, particularly in availability of data and information. The 

complex interactions of the human-biophysical interface would require a systemic approach 

grounded on science (Dietz et al, 2003).  

One approach that has looked into the human-biophysical interface is the planetary 

boundaries by Rockström et al (2009) which suggests nine areas for a “safe operating space 

for humanity”. Despite the promising work of Rockström et al, it is unclear and highly 

debatable whether the data is available at country level.  

This may suggest that other approaches which have readily available data such as the 

Ecological Footprint and Carbon Emissions can be used as a proxy for the environmental 

dimension of the framework.  

6.2.3 Bridging universalist and relativist views 
National priorities are one of the key drivers in the choice of indicators of the respondents 

surveyed and its importance cannot be underestimated as it will allow for an instrumental or 

conceptual use of the indicator. Due to this, the bridging of universalist and relativist views 

needs to be addressed. The capability approach is argued to be an approach that is capable of 

bridging these two contradicting concepts together. It is considered to be both ethically 

individualistic whilst being ontologically non-individualistic in character. The unit of 

normative judgement are individuals (as opposed to households or communities) whilst 

recognising that our actions influence the functionings of others (Robeyns, 2003).  

A challenge that a global framework faces is in specifying a list of indicators is that it needs 

to addresses both national and global priorities. A definitive list such as the ten central 

capabilities proposed by Nussbaum (2000) is contended to be too universalistic (Alkire, 

2002; Robeyns, 2003). Robeyns suggested five criteria in selecting capabilities (see Robeyns, 

2003, pg 70). In essence, these five criteria points to the importance of a procedural aspect in 

defining capabilities and indicators. The list of indicators shall be borne out of a fair and 

democratic process to ensure the universal validity of the indicators. Previous work on SDI as 

well as a survey with practitioners has indicated that reconciling national priorities with 

international goals will be a major challenge. If a definitive list cannot be agreed, a 

mechanism beyond a definitive list is required.  

Perhaps a hybrid approach in defining indicators can be adopted to merge national priorities 

with international goals. Neuhoff et al (2009) suggested that there are three methods to define 

indicators for international reporting: - 
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i) the indicators are harmonized at the international level so that every country 

reports the same statistic 

ii) indicators are selected by individual countries but must fall under specific 

categories established by an international reporting agreement 

iii) countries define their own indicators 

 A hybrid approach where i) and ii) is combined may result in a few selected non-negotiable 

‘core indicators’ where countries need to report on whilst other indicators can be defined by 

the countries themselves with an approval mechanism to verify that it reflects the intended 

outcome. This may result in complex calculations for benchmarking and comparison but its 

practicality and acceptance is suggested to be investigated further.  The CSD SDI (2007) has 

a list of ‘core indicators’ as well as ‘other indicators’ which allows some degree of flexibility 

in the choice of indicators. The hybrid approach will allow countries to either define their 

own indicators, choose from a list of options (approved options), or use the indicator agreed 

by international consensus. Intuitively, many countries might not choose to define their own 

indicators due to cost and practicality issues but this approach may provide the flexibility to 

bridge the gap of meeting both national and international goals. This may also provide an 

open approach which can be updated and amended to ensure it is dynamic in addressing 

relevant issues in time. 

6.2.4  Reflect trade-offs and limits 
The review and analysis indicated that trade-offs and synergies is a key concept within 

sustainable development. The capability approach itself does not have a methodology for 

dealing with the causal links between the different dimensions. It was demonstrated that an 

approach on national sustainabilities does not address the global discriminatory nature of 

many environmental impacts such as climate change. As a small middle income country, 

practitioners in Malaysia highlighted that sustainable development indicators must 

demonstrate the trade-offs that exist between high income countries and environmental 

sustainability along with the differentiated environmental impacts. A simple dashboard 

methodology has been criticised for their heterogeneity, in that it lacks the causal links 

amongst the indicators (Stiglitz et al, 2009). There have not been any successful attempts in 

addressing the human and biophysical relationship for the formulation of indicators (see 

Lehtonen, 2004). This is mostly down to the complexity of the interactions that makes it an 

undesirable approach to have a single indicator for development (Lehtonen, 2004).  

This thesis will not attempt to provide a concrete solution but will present two suggestions 

that can be explored further. The first is based on the visual representation of the indicator. 

The second is a mechanism that allows for trade-off and causal links between two separate 

indicators.  

The MDG Dashboard (not to be confused with the term dashboard used by Stiglitz et al) by 

the Institute of International for Sustainable Development provides a visual representation of 

the MDG progress country by country. Whilst the indicators themselves provide no causal 

links, visual representation is a powerful tool to allow users to visualize their achievements. 

This is in line with the recommendation of keeping these areas apart (Stiglitz et al, 2009; 

Lehtonen, 2004) whilst visually and symbolically, keeps the areas tied together. It is 

suggested that visually, each country will have the Sustainable Development Goals (assuming 

the framework is used for SDGs) transparent and available for ease of access in order for the 

general public to assess the progress towards the sustainable development goals. A list or a 

ranking system (if a composite index is used) can demonstrate the score and achievements of 

each country through a traffic light visualisation (Table 6.1), commonly used as a risk 
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management approach (Caddy, 2011). Indicators are derived from the HDR 2011 report and 

ecological footprint and basic needs (data n/a) are added side by side to the HDI indicators. 

The goals indicated are purely to demonstrate an example. The table demonstrates a visual of 

the performance of each country and all goals must be fulfilled to be categorised as 

sustainable (i.e. HDI classifies countries as High, Medium and Low Human Development). 

Whilst these are the top four ranked countries, their total SDG is still red (i.e. unsustainable) 

as they have not achieved the “environmental sustainability” of reducing their ecological 

footprint
2
. Whilst a system of accountability would be desired, visuals would provide the 

‘shaming’ capability that arguably promoted the usage of the MDG in public policy.  

Table 6.1: Proposed Traffic Light Approach visualisation for Sustainable Development Goals 

      

Health 
Education 

 

Standard 

of living 

Global 

contributio

n 

Basic 

needs 

  
Total 

SDG 

Life 

Expectanc

y at birth 

(years) 

Mean 

years of 

schooling 

(years) 

Expected 

years of 

schooling 

(years) 

GNI per 

capita 

Ecological 

Footprint 

per capita 

(hectare) 

Access 

to food, 

water 

and 

energy 

  Goals N/A 80 11 16 20,000 2.1 N/A 

1 Norway N/A 81.10 12.60 17.30 47,557 5.6 N/A 

2 Australia N/A 81.90 12.00 18.00 34,431 6.8 N/A 

3 Netherlands N/A 80.70 11.60 16.80 36,402 6.2 N/A 

4 United States N/A 78.50 12.40 16.00 43,017 8 N/A 
 

A second option, which can be used in combination with the first option, is to incorporate 

positive and negative synergies with a theme that can be considered global contribution. The 

global framework can be viewed both separately for each category, as well as holistically, 

with an identification where clear trade-offs occur.  

To apply trade-offs, there needs to be certain limits that act as thresholds (i.e whilst it can be 

argued emitting carbon is generally a bad action, that is purely a normative statement as 

emitting carbon itself is not bad at least from an anthropocentric view, as according to latest 

scientific projections, if we limit our emissions to within 2 degrees of warming, the impacts 

may be within our safe operating space, regardless of the probability of achieving it or not). 

The Ecological footprint can be a useful indicator as it prescribes limits in terms of 

biocapacity. In order to assess the impact of ecological footprint, a debate arises on whether 

to adopt global biocapacity or a country’s own biocapacity. It is argued that the issue of low 

and high biocapacity is highly dependent on the density of population of the country (i.e 

Netherlands has ecological deficits whilst Finland has a surplus), which does not highlight the 

issue of global sustainability (Stiglitz et al, 2009). Recent researches have proposed to divide 

all countries by global biocapacity, which will also be relevant towards a global framework 

as it measures its contribution to global non-sustainability. As mentioned earlier, Rockström 

et al’s (2009) work on planetary boundaries also provides a promising basis for establishing 

global limits (the same argument with biocapacity applies here). The nine categories for safe 

                                                 
2
 The Ecological Footprint is expressed quantitatively as land area (in this case hectare/capita) required per 

person to support their use of resources (Morse, 2003). The goal of 2.1 hectare is the average global carrying 

capacity per person and hence exceeding this figure demonstrates that a certain country is using resources 

beyond the earth’s carrying capacity if resources were distributed equally 
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operating space for humanity provide the global limits for each key section. Additionally, the 

visual by Rockström et al (2009) provided a striking representation of limits and thresholds 

that can be adopted. This methodology allows for each country to be ranked as well as 

individually.  

The next stage will require a methodology to apportion the thresholds for each country based 

on the global limits. The Kyoto Protocol agreement demonstrated the difficulties in 

negotiating the emission reductions required for each of the participating countries. This 

thesis will not propose a methodology but suggests further research within this area. A simple 

way to solve this is using per capita indicators that will be based on an equal global limit for 

all countries per capita.  

A mechanism on how negative synergies that are beyond global limits are reflected in a 

global framework will require a relationship between each theme and or category. As the 

human-biophysical interactions are extremely complex and undesirable to explore, it is not 

suggested direct relationships are established between the different dimensions. Whilst it has 

been suggested that greening the HDI is undesirable, a new composite index could be 

adopted that is separate from the HDI in the form of SDG. The methodology by Morse, 

Togtokh and Neumayer can be explored further as a starting point. The main arguments 

against the efforts by the authors were not in their methodology, but rather on the conceptual 

basis of ‘greening the HDI’. This framework would be both separate from the HDI as well as 

having a sound conceptual basis being grounded on the notion of equity and justice. The 

methodologies that were presented, albeit recognised as simplified serves the purpose more 

as a symbolic measure of assessing a countries in terms of sustainable development. The 

intention is to provide a normative statement that sustainable development as a holistic 

concept must take into consideration environmental sustainability. Further research is 

required on the methodology. 

The presentation of the indicator could be in the form of a dual presentation, which allows for 

the indicators be viewed both as individual goals for each theme, as well as holistically, as a 

composite index.  

6.2.5 Address basic needs/capabilities as well as go beyond basic 
capabilities 

A global framework, whilst recognising that basic capabilities and needs are very important 

criteria, must go beyond basic needs. Malaysia’s experience of MDG demonstrated that 

where most targets have been met, the MDG becomes less relevant to Malaysia. The SDG 

should be relevant to both developed and developing countries. 

It must be emphasised though that basic needs and capabilities have to also be addressed. 

Even those who do not believe in a hierarchy of needs admit that subsistence, the need to 

live, is vital. The report from the High-level Panel on Global Sustainability of the United 

Nations titled Resilient People, Resilient Planet: A Future Worth Choosing highlighted the 

issue of food, water and energy access.  

This stems from the ecosystem services school of thought which establishes the relationship 

between humans and the environment through looking into what “benefits that people obtain 

from ecosystems" (Polishchuk and Rauschmayer, 2011 p.7). It is often highlighted that the 

capability approach does not include environment factors (Polishchuk and Rauschmayer, 

2011). The capability approach does recognise that goods are of interest due to their specific 

characteristics that enable certain functionings (Robeyns, 2003).  It is suggested that a theme 
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of basic capabilities based on the provisioning services of food, water and energy to be added 

as a category to fulfil the lack of environmental factors perceived in the capability approach. 

The regulating services is considered to be (or should be) covered in other areas that relate to 

global contribution in environmental indicators. 

In terms of fulfilling the criterion of targeting beyond basic needs, the concept of 

functionings and capabilities are argued as an expansive notion of needs (see chapter 3) and 

fulfil the criteria of addressing beyond basic capabilities and needs. A requirement to achieve 

“strong sustainability” will be seen as a major challenge for all countries, developing and 

industrialized countries alike. 

6.3 Proposed mechanisms for a global framework for SDGs 
This section provided proposed mechanisms for establishing a global framework for 

measuring sustainable development that can be explored in further research. The key features 

proposed are summarised in Table 6.2. 

Table 6.2: Key issues and proposed mechanisms 

Issue Proposed Mechanisms  

Conceptual  Based on Capabilities Approach 

Simplicity in Usage 

and 

Operationalization 

 Thematic framework for organising indicators 

 Use of available indicators – Ecological Footprint and/or 

Carbon Emissions 

Bridging universalist 

and 

relativist/particularist 

views 

 Democratic, participative procedure  

 Hybrid Approach to defining indicators 

Reflect trade-offs and 

limits 
 Visual representation 

 Establish Limits and Thresholds – Planetary boundaries, 

Ecological Footprint, Carbon Footprint 

 Dual Presentation - Composite Index and separate thematic 

goals  

Address basic 

needs/capabilities as 

well as go beyond 

basic capabilities 

 Theme for Basic Capabilities based on the ecosystem 

services and capital natural capital approach (water, food, 

energy) 

 Beyond basic capabilities compatible with overall goal of 

strong sustainability 

 

A thematic framework consisting of the following categories are suggested: - 

i) Standard of Living 

ii) Health 

iii) Education 

iv) Basic capabilities 

v) Global contribution 

This list recognises that any indicator framework or list requires a participatory approach and 

these are merely suggestions based on the review rather than an assertive set list. The first 

three indicators are based on the indicators of the HDI. This is due to the fact that the HDI is 

based on the capabilities approach which is the basis of this thesis. This also ensures that data 
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is available. The thesis did not go into the debate of whether the indicators or the categories 

are sufficient, though there is extensive literature on the subject matter and an assumption is 

made that the current indicators are borne out of extensive research of experts within the 

field. The participatory approaches towards these themes and indicators are encouraged and 

may alter the themes and/or suggest suitable indicators within the themes.  

The themes added in addition to the HDI themes were those that were critically voiced by the 

sustainable development and environmental community, as well as being recognised and 

encouraged by the UNDP themselves. These are the environmental sustainability indicators. 

The basic capabilities consists of a merger between the ecosystem services approach and the 

capabilities approach, where critical natural capital that is vital for sustaining life is included 

(of which is not included within the HDI). These are suggested to be access to food, water 

and energy. The global contribution theme is suggested as an indicator for a country’s 

positive or negative contribution in environmental sustainability. The theme can be used as a 

mechanism where trade-offs and synergies are at least demonstrated visually. This thesis also 

advocates incorporating the score in a simple deduction (or addition) to the overall score in a 

composite index to emphasize the normative notion that environmental degradation limits 

capabilities of other societies and future generations to function.  

The need for meeting ‘higher needs’ can be discussed within a participatory process, though 

the GNI and ranking of the HDI provides impetus to move towards “high human 

development” of which the SDG can emulate by prescribing different categories such as 

“strong sustainable”, “weak sustainable” and “unsustainable” based on prescribed limits and 

thresholds. Regardless of whether a ranking system is applied or not, countries can be 

presented to be grouped within these three categories.  

It is also suggested that indicators as a discourse and a tool of power should consider how it is 

represented to the users. Much has been made of the fanfare of when the HDI gets published 

(Morse, 2003), and a suggested way of providing this is through striking visuals. The traffic 

light approach is suggested as a table of ranking or list. In addition to that it is suggested that 

each country’s progress towards the sustainable development goals is represented in a 

visually graphic manner that can resonate with the general public and policy makers. A 

suggestion is based on Rockström et al (2009) of planetary boundaries demonstrating 

threshold and limitations of the five categories described (see Figure 6.1 and 6.2). 

Finally, the review demonstrated the complexity and even frustrations of developing a global 

sustainable development indicators framework. The mechanisms suggested are in different 

stages of readiness to be adopted, as well as being heavily dependent on political will. Due to 

this, an incremental approach is suggested. Observations of real policy processes tend to 

adopt an incrementalism approach where policies are changed through relatively small steps 

(Hezri and Hasan, 2004). For example, the ecological footprint and/or carbon emissions 

indicators could now be adopted for a proxy on environmental sustainability with a view of 

expanding it towards other environmental indicators in the future, with a suggestion that 

Rockström et al (2009) nine areas considered as a longer term aim. As a normative 

framework, the conceptual use of a proposed global framework on sustainable development 

would act as a learning tool towards a more comprehensive understanding and assessment of 

sustainable development. 



   

 

51 

 

Figure 6.1 demonstrates the five separate themes that are suggested for a global framework for measuring sustainable development. The overall holistic goal is represented by the 

Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) at the core and moving towards the core represents meeting the goals set for each theme. Each five themes have a threshold and the global 

contribution theme demonstrates the trade-off of countries that limit the capabilities of others to function in going beyond this limit. The outer ring also acts as a symbolic visual of 

where meeting sustainable development goals require acting within certain limitations of our planetary boundaries. The main idea is to both preserve and enhance our core 

capabilities. Figure 6.2 demonstrates how this visual could be applied practically as a representation of the sustainable development of each country. Country ‘A’ demonstrates that 

whilst goals have been achieved in basic capabilities and standard of living, and progress is being made in education and health, their global contribution is beyond the limit, 

resulting in their overall sustainable development goal not being met as well as providing a visual that their contribution towards the world is negative. 
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  Figure 6.2: Example of the performance of Country ‘A’ Figure 6.1: The Core Themes for Sustainable Development Goals 
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7 Chapter 7: Conclusion 

7.1 Synthesis 
This thesis sought to build on the work in global sustainable development assessment and 

indicators. Previous work on indicators has not resulted in any agreed global framework on 

measuring sustainable development and with the Rio + 20 conference fast approaching, a 

proposal to agree on a set of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) has reignited the debate 

on what form the SDG should take. The HDR report 2011 recognised the need for a global 

framework to succeed the MDGs which run out in 2015. The report, known for the 

publishing of the HDI which is based on the capability approach, advocated the merging of 

environmental sustainability and equity as a contender. This thesis attempted to establish 

whether the capability approach can be the basis for a global framework on measuring 

sustainable development.  

The objectives of the thesis were:  

i) To assess whether the capability approach fulfils the key concepts of sustainable 

development; 

ii) To analyse the priorities and position of practitioners and/or those influenced with 

policymaking in Malaysia on Sustainable Development Goals and Indicators; and 

iii) Recommend key elements in a global framework in measuring sustainable 

development based on the capabilities approach. 

In order to meet these three objectives, a mixed methodology was adopted. Three key areas 

were analysed of which are key concepts of sustainable development; key concepts of the 

capability approach and; key drivers of practitioners in selecting indicators. The process of 

thought can be visualised below:  

 

Organizing framework  by 

identifying key concepts of 

sustainable development 
 

   

   

Compatibility test by 

identifying key concepts of the 

capability approach 

 Practicality test by analysing key 

drivers of practitioners in selecting 

indicators 
   

   

 

Recommend key elements in a 

global framework for 

sustainable development 

indicators based om the 

capabilities approach 

 

 

Figure 7.1: Triangular method as study design 

The information obtained from all three sources triangulate towards the final objective. To 

achieve the first objective, key sustainable development concepts were identified from a 

review which led to an organizing framework for sustainable development indicators. The 

organizing framework consisted of key concepts that needed to be fulfilled of which are i) a 

concept of needs; ii) concept of rights (intra and inter-generational; and iii) a concept of ends. 

On top of this, enablers were deemed necessary to fulfil the sustainable development concept. 
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Meeting the key concepts of sustainable development will require enablers of which have 

been identified as   i)universal validity; ii) specifies limits and trade-offs; iii) dynamic and 

open for further development; and iv) normative and steer action.  

The capability approach compatibility was assessed based on the key concepts of the 

approach with the organizing framework established above. The capability approach concept 

was deemed to be generally compatible by framing sustainable development as an issue of 

justice and equity, where environmental degradation limits the capabilities of others and 

future generations. Due to its underspecified nature though, the approach is not an ‘off the 

shelf’ solution and requires the incorporation and consideration of many further key issues to 

be operationalized. In the context of sustainable development, the capability approach does 

not incorporate a system of trade-offs; whilst being ontologically universal, it does not 

specify how the bridging of universal and relative views are to be dealt with; and does not 

address human and environment relationships. These issues need to be addressed in setting up 

a global framework. 

To achieve the second objective, practicality issues were assessed by undertaking both 

quantitative and qualitative analysis on the key drivers in selecting indicators. Practitioners 

consisting of expert individuals that influence policy making with regards to sustainable 

development indicators in Malaysia were utilised as a purposive sample. On top of the 

‘traditional’ practical issues of developing indicators (i.e. data availability, credibility of 

indicators, etc) it was found that an issue of trade-offs is also an important criteria due to 

Malaysia’s position as a relatively small country. It was also found that national priorities are 

deemed to be far more important than global goals, emphasizing the need for a mechanism 

that can satisfy both goals. To promote instrumental or conceptual use in Malaysia, goals that 

are beyond basic needs are required as Malaysia is a country in transition where ambitions, 

and thus policies, go beyond meeting basic needs.  

The synthesis of the triangulation of information received from the three areas led to the 

identification of the key issues that need to be addressed in establishing a framework of 

measuring sustainable development based on the capabilities approach are:  

i) The framework needs to have a conceptually sound basis 

ii) Requires simplicity in both usage and operationalization 

iii) Bridges universalist and relativist concerns 

iv) Reflects the trade-offs and limits 

v) Addresses both basic needs and allows for higher achievements 

7.2 Way forward, Further Research and Limitations 
Addressing these issues requires a range of mechanisms and whilst this thesis did not go into 

depth how these issues will be addressed, some suggestions were put forward as a starting 

point towards more research within the area.  

The key conclusion within this thesis is that the capability approach provides a sound 

conceptual basis for a global framework as it provides a strong correlation between 

environmental degradation and capabilities of humans to function which pertains to equity 

and justice. The review indicated that previous attempts to incorporate environmental 

degradation into global development indicators have mostly failed to provide a robust 

conceptual basis. A movement towards measuring happiness and ends has been gaining 

speed, and warrants further research. However, it is argued that the attempts  (for example by 

Helliwell et al, 2012) for including environmental indicators for measuring the subjective 

notion of happiness has raised questions on the intensity of the correlation between happiness 
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and environmental degradation. This is further emphasised by the fact that many 

environmental degradation impacts are indiscriminate geographically, such as the impacts of 

climate change which does not necessarily impact directly or proportionately the happiness of 

the largest emitting countries. 

A thematic framework based on the HDI is suggested to incorporate the following five areas: 

i) Standard of Living 

ii) Health 

iii) Education 

iv) Basic capabilities 

v) Global contribution 

Two environmental sustainability themes are added to the HDI dimensions. The HDI 

dimensions were not analysed critically, and whilst it is not without its critics, the expansive 

literature combined with the experts involved in developing the indicators were deemed to be 

sufficient as an initial review. The suitability of these dimensions is recommended to be 

researched further. On top of that, the focus and boundary of the thesis is at the conceptual 

and abstract level of recommending elements for a framework and did not drill down to the 

level of the indicator and data. Merging the abstract level with policy level is a key area in 

successful operationalization of indicators. 

Review on trade-offs and limits resulted in a frustrating attempt to establish any successful 

mechanisms to simplify the complex web of interactions of the human-biopyhsical 

relationship. In absence of a comprehensive methodology, it is advocated that a simple 

negative value to be assigned as a country exceeds the global limit identified for 

environmental degradation. This is to provide a normative stance that environmental 

degradation beyond certain limits is negative, regardless of direct relationships. This thesis 

did not look into the emerging area of systems analysis and suggests that this should be 

looked into in understanding the causal links better. 

Operationalization of a global framework will also require a range of issues to be researched 

in more depth such as the presentation of the indicators, of which visuals are advocated to be 

used; the process of selecting indicators that ensures it is a fair and participatory process, 

where a hybrid approach is suggested; considering the calculation of whether to incorporate 

the trade-offs into a composite index or not and; whether to adopt a league ranking system, 

similar to that of the HDI. Furthermore, institutionally, successful indicators such as the 

MDGs and HDI were advocated by powerful bodies and experts. A global framework will 

need a ‘home’ that is strong at the global institution level.  

For the key drivers of practitioners, the thesis did a purposive sampling only for Malaysia. 

Whilst this yielded interesting results, further research is required on the key drivers of other 

countries. The practitioners, whilst being extremely relevant to the purpose of the thesis, 

consist of a small sample and it is worth noting that their views are not the official views of 

the position of Malaysia in these matters. 

Finally, the capability approach is centred on human capabilities, making it an 

anthropocentric view of sustainable development. The thesis frames sustainable development 

indicators and goals as an issue of climate justice which is centred mainly on human 

capabilities. The review of sustainable development discourse and the practicality test also 

indicated a leaning towards anthropocentrism. Whilst the ecocentrism of the approach may be 

questioned, it is hoped that a normative global framework that is resonant towards the general 
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public and policy makers would result in contributing towards mainstreaming the idea of 

sustainable development and encourage further debate within both the public and policy 

sphere. Indicators have the potential to shape future discourse and whilst there is still much 

work to be done to enhance the credibility of the positivist information, the normative 

sustainable development goals must not be sacrificed. Perhaps the sustainable development 

indicators ‘movement’ must go beyond positivism and towards a more post-positivism 

approach as, quoting Thomas Kuhn, “crisis alone is not enough. There must also be a basis, 

though it need be neither rational nor ultimately correct, for faith in the particular candidate 

chosen. Something must make at least a few scientists feel that the new proposal is on the 

right track, and sometimes it is only personal and inarticulate aesthetic considerations that 

can do that”. 
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