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“Motherhood and Apple Pie meet the Trojan Horse.” That is 
how I often refer to the classic definition of sustainability 
– meeting the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. 
Who could object to such an aspiration? And yet, when you 
try to actually do this, the challenges quickly become ap-
parent. 

Why is this so challenging? For one thing, sustainability is 
not a single issue framework, and it is most 
definitely not the same thing as environ-
mentalism. Sustainability involves taking an 
integrated approach to social, environmen-
tal, and economic issues, and doing so with 
long-term perspective. Again, this sounds 
pretty straightforward, except that we 
aren’t organized, rewarded, or educated to 
do such integration well.  

Often operating budgets are separated from 
capital budgets, for instance, making the 
up front investment in “green building” 
which will certainly benefit our workers and 
result in energy savings hard to justify, even 
though the pay off on the operating side 
can be pretty quick. Likewise, R&D depart-
ments are separated from the marketing 
department and from environmental, safety 
and health departments. After all, who gets 
rewarded for considering how their work could be integrat-
ed into another department’s budget and objectives?  

For most of us, this separation of economic, social, and 
environmental considerations started in elementary and 
secondary school, when we studied science in one class, 
social studies in another, and if we studied economics at 
all, it was likely “home economics.” Once we got to college 
we were quickly tracked into being a science major or an 
English major – the college-equivalent of Meyers-Briggs 
personality types. 

When were we encouraged to think about the connections 
between these topics? When were we given the chance to 
recognize that in the real world, everything is connected to 
everything else?  

The good news is that the Pacific Northwest is home to 
a number of innovations seeking to address these educa-
tional and institutional challenges to sustainability. For 
example, the Bainbridge Graduate Institute’s Sustainable 
MBA program seeks to prepare its students to build enter-
prises that are financially successful, socially responsible, 

and environmentally sustainable. At Portland State University 
(PSU), where I currently work, we are exploring how to make 
sustainability a learning outcome for all students, so that 
graduates emerge as practiced “systems thinkers,” versed in 
the importance of considering social, economic, and envi-
ronmental issues in an integrated manner, regardless of their 
major or eventual profession. 

PSU also recognizes that while we have made some progress 
toward understanding the environmental and economic as-

pects of sustainability, we have very little 
understanding of the social dimension of 
sustainability. A group of PSU faculty hail-
ing from diverse fields including sociology, 
economics, business administration, pub-
lic health, and education worked together 
for several years to get a better handle on 
this elusive concept. The group recently 
published an anthology on social sustain-
ability that seeks to identify the key ele-
ments of this often-neglected area. 

Another example of academic and institu-
tional “silo-busting” is the establishment 
of the Oregon Built Environment and 
Sustainable Technologies Center (BEST), 
which brings multiple departments and 
disciplines in four Oregon universities 
together with the private sector to foster 
research that translates into integrated 

solutions on the ground. By connecting Oregon businesses 
with the State’s network of university researchers and shared 
labs, Oregon BEST facilitates university-industry collabora-
tions that spark economic growth in green building and 
renewable energy. 

The challenges facing us – financial meltdowns, global cli-
matic disruption, and growing disparities in wealth between 
nations and between our rural and urban communities - make 
it ever more essential to invest in educational and research 
programs that prepare our young citizens to recognize the 
interconnectedness between these issues and to develop and 
implement integrated, long-term solutions.  
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