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Overview
This document discusses the importance of developing 
sustainability indicators used to measure progress in 
a sustainable community. The document also includes 
characteristics of effective indicators and tips about how to 
develop indicators.

Develop Sustainability Indicators 
to Measure Progress
Communities are multidimensional, reflecting diverse reali-
ties and consisting of complex interactions and networks. 
Yet traditionally, communities have been assessed using 
indicators that mask their true complexity by treating the 
economy, society, and the environment as distinct or only 
weakly related. Increasingly, the limitations of using tradi-
tional indicators in community assessments are becoming 
apparent. For instance, median income, as a commonly 
used measure of socio-economic status, reveals very little 
about a community’s distribution of wealth, cost of living, 
or inequities that exist in access to natural, social, or 
physical resources. Similarly, water quality as a traditional 
indicator of environmental health, reveals little about the 
residential, commercial or industrial activities that may be 
causing the pollution, potential health problems associated 
with poor water quality, or the effects of water pollution on 
local biodiversity. Sustainability indicators should reflect 

what is happening in the larger system, or the “big picture,” 
through observation of a smaller part of the system. Indica-
tors to assess progress toward community sustainability 
must therefore be as creative and multidimensional as the 
communities they are intended to serve.

Indicators of Sustainability
An indicator reflects the status or progress of something by 
quantifying and simplifying the phenomenon. Indicators 
of sustainability allow a community to determine where it 
is, where it is going, and how far it is from its chosen goals. 
Effective sustainability indicators assist communities in 
identifying problems while revealing the linkages between a 
community’s economy, society, and environment.

Indicators of sustainability should ideally be developed by 
the stakeholders within the community after a visioning 
process. This allows the indicators to be relevant to the 
community’s goals and objectives and understandable to 
the community members. Participatory indicator develop-
ment promotes ownership over the indicator monitoring, 
evaluation and results, increasing community capacity and 
accountability. Indicators of sustainability must provide 
reliable information on the system being measured. Sources 
of data must therefore be timely, accurate, and consistent.
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Data for indicators of sustainability may be more difficult 
to acquire than traditional community data, which may 
be more readily available, but less telling as a measure of 
sustainability. Do not be discouraged by the lack of data 
available for your measures. Realize that a creative, novel 
approach to data collection will likely be required to arrive 
at a broader, more complete picture of your community.

While indicators of sustainability will vary for each com-
munity, good indicators share the following characteristics.

Characteristics of Effective Sustainability 
Indicators
1.	The indicator reveals links between the economy, society, 

and the environment.

2.	The indicator is relevant to all sectors of the community.

3.	The indicator addresses the carrying capacity of the com-
munity’s natural resources and acknowledges ecological 
limits.

4.	The indicator provides a long-term view of the commu-
nity, looking forward 25 or 50 years rather than 5 or 10.

5.	The indicator addresses the question of economic, social, 
and environmental diversity.

6.	The indicator is sensitive and adaptable to changing 
circumstances and conditions.

7.	The indicator is clear, simple, and unambiguous.

8.	The indicator is reliable, providing accurate data and 
measuring what the community wants to measure.

9.	The indicator demonstrates to community members 
how individuals contribute to the overall picture of 
sustainability.

10.	The indicator allows the community to recognize how 
local sustainability is dependent on regional and global 
sustainability, and vice versa. Therefore, local progress 
does not come at the expense of other communities.

Developing Sustainability 
Indicators
After the community has created a vision and action plan, 
which specifies goals and objectives, the participants 
should discuss the linkages between the identified issues 
of concern. For instance, if childhood asthma is an area of 

concern, it may be linked to air pollution, transportation, 
social inequity, and other community factors. Consider all 
possible connections, regardless of how unrelated they may 
initially appear.

Thereafter, have participants brainstorm indicators that 
could reflect these inter-linkages. In order to generate as 
many ideas as possible, prevent criticism or exclusion of any 
indicators during the brainstorming process. Encouraging 
an uncritical, enthusiastic atmosphere will allow more 
people to feel comfortable contributing and developing 
ideas.

After the brainstorming, evaluate your indicators to deter-
mine whether they meet the criteria for good indicators of 
sustainability. Discuss the data required for the indicators 
selected. Is the data already available or does it need to be 
collected? If the data are not collected, what methods of 
collection will you employ? Often, baseline data is required 
to measure benchmarks or milestones on your path to 
reaching project objectives.

Finally, consider how to incorporate the indicators into 
the community’s daily life for monitoring and evaluation. 
Achieving community sustainability requires involvement 
from the public, private and civic sectors. Determine how 
to integrate sustainability into policy regulating transporta-
tion, energy, and land use. Evaluate the role of the private 
sector in hindering or advancing the goals of sustainability. 
Encourage private/public partnerships that promote invest-
ment in the local economy and in education and recreation. 
Through greater collaboration between government, local 
businesses, and citizens, representatives of the community’s 
diverse sectors can become more involved in sustainability 
efforts. Utilize the grid below to determine whether each 
indicator is relevant to all sectors of the community (Table 
1).

Over 200 communities around the country have developed 
sets of indicators that reflect the linkages between eco-
nomic, environmental, and social well-being, and provide a 
road map to a more sustainable future. Examples of indica-
tors of sustainability used in community initiatives include 
the following:

•	 Disparity in resident infant deaths per 1,000 live births 
between people of color and white people. Jacksonville, 
Florida, Indicators for Progress. This indicator reflects 
levels of community education, racial inequality, poverty, 
and environmental injustice, among other things.
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•	 Fuel consumption per capita and vehicle miles traveled 
per capita. Seattle Indicators of Sustainable Community. 
Vehicle use and gasoline consumption can reflect depen-
dence on non-renewable natural resources, pollution, loss 
of open space and wildlife habitat, decreased social health 
as a result of stress and pollution, and a declining sense of 
community.

•	 Number of individuals on nonprofit boards and public 
boards and commissions who have successfully overcome 
any of the root causes of poverty. Central Oregon Partner-
ship. This indicator measures social capital and the root 
causes of poverty.

•	 Business involvement in community and schools. Maine 
Economic Growth Councils Measures of Growth 2002. 
Partnerships between businesses and schools or other 
community groups provide benefits for the community 
and the business while promoting sustainable economic 
growth.

•	 The estimated amount and percent of municipal solid 
waste being recycled. Boulder, Colorado’s County Civic 
Forums Community Indicators Report. Reflects resource 
use efficiency and waste generation.
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Table 1. Evaluate the aspects of sustainability each indicator addresses and the sectors that influence each indicator.
 Indicator: Public Policy Citizen Participation Business Investment

Environmental Quality

Economic Productivity

Social Justice


