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1. Discuss the three aspects of sustainability theory: 
environmental, economic, and social, and apply each 
component to social work practice at the micro - , 
mezzo - , and macro levels.  

2. Use a transformative learning approach to apply 
sustainability principles to practice.  

3. Identify local examples of sustainability principles 
applied in community - based practice settings.   

4. Locate local resources for sustainability - focused 
practice.  
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} Definitions are wide ranging and varied.  
} Common themes:  
ƁAn intergenerational focus  
¶Example: òémeet[ ing ] the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needsó -  World Commission on Environment 
and Development (1987 ) 

 

ƁA connection between collective human behavior and 
environmental impacts:  
¶Example: ò[Four dimensions of sustainability] all of which 

are conditions that must be attained to ensure the 
continuation of all life on the planet [are]: human survival, 
biodiversity, equity, and life quality. These dimensions 
are interconnected and imply that sustainability means 
living in harmony with fellow humankind, bird, beast, air, 
land, sky, and sea.ó (p. 33). ð Mary (2008)  
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}Three Pillars of Sustainability  

ƁSocial, Environmental, Economic  

}Two Common Models:  
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Environment  

Society  
 

Economy  



Human activity  cited with 
causing environmental  
damage:  

Humans suffer  the consequences of 
environmental damage:  

Smog attributed to motor  
vehicle emissions.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Disproportionate and Intergenerational effects of Urban 
Air Pollution  

(http://www.lungusa.org  as reported by Bell, Cohen & 
Malekafzali , 2010)  
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 Natural World 

Economy 

Culture 

CONSUMERISM  ð an industrialized economy is needed to 
support the consumption demands of hyper -individualistic 
lifestyles.  It provides the means to procure and process 
materials en masse from the natural world which are 
needed to keep up with consumption patterns.  

ALIENATION  ð a culture that values individual achievement 
above all else promotes hyper-individualistic social 
orientations and requires an inordinate amount of resources 
to maintain these lifestyles (i.e. everyone must own the best 
car they can afford).  In this culture, everyone competes for 
everything; patterns of winners and losers result.  

POLLUTION and ENVIRONMENTAL DEGREDATION  ð 

economic activity (in this case, industrial processes) 
produce pollution and deplete natural resources faster 
than they can be replenished. 

Based in part on a model proposed by Stephen McKenzie 
in McKenzie, S. (2004).  

Highlighting the Importance of the Social 
Dimension: Our Ecological Crisis as 
Symptomatic of a Social Problem  
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 Natural World 

Economy 

Culture 

COHESION  ð promotes connections across generations values 
a long term perspective in terms of economic growth to 
support human health and well -being.  Competition exists 
within limits.  Disparities lessened; systemic patterns are 
noted and corrected so that competition occurs among 
equals. 

CONSUMPTION ð economic growth is planned with the 
emerging needs of future generations in mind.  Materials 
are extracted from the natural world in ways that 
promote long -term human health and well -being while 
respecting eco-systems and natural limits.  

ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY  ð While economic processes 
still create waste, this waste is carefully managed to keep within 
natural limits so future generations can meet their needs.  
Burdens of waste are proportionately distributed among the 
members of society.  Resources are consumed at rates 
commensurate with natureõs ability to replenish them. 

Based in part on a model proposed by Stephen McKenzie 
in McKenzie, S. (2004).  

Highlighting the Importance of the Social 
Dimension: Towards a Culture -Shift as a 
Solution  



}The ecospiritual  perspective, in line with 
indigenous ways of knowing, is based in the 
understanding that humans are part of the 
emerging, unfolding natural world and are 
interdependent with nature and each other (Coates 
et al., 2006).  

}òHumankind has not woven the web of life. We are 
but one thread within it. Whatever we do to the 
web, we do to ourselves. All things are bound 
together. All things connectó (Chief Seattle; 
Oration, 1854)  
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}From a traditional viewpoint, how we get to where 
weõre going is much more important than getting 
there. In western epistemology goal is more 
important than process. In Native worldview, 
generally speaking around the world, process is 
more important than goal. Again we reverse the 
laws for living.  

} [We need to] put together a process that is in 
alignment, or in harmony, so that the outcome is 
harmonious with what weõre trying to do, and what 
our intention is, and harmonious for the planet.  

} (From David Hallõs interview with L. Merculieff , 2007)  
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Å In the US, environmental justice has been strongly 
linked to civil rights, the elimination of racism, and 
the movement toward having all stakeholders speak 
for themselves in the making of environmental 
decisions. (Bullard, 2007).  

ÅAs a conceptual framework, Schlossberg (2007) 
argues that it is complex and includes issues of 
distributive justice, recognition, capabilities, and 
procedural justice. It focuses both on equity and 
participation (Schrader - Frechette , 2002).  

ÅEnvironmental justice is both a conceptual framework 
and a social movement (Ali, 2006).  In the US, the link 
is strong to the fight against both environmental 
racism, and toxic pollution.  
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}òéthose cultural norms and values, rules, regulations, 
behaviors, policies, and decisions to support sustainable 
communities, where people can interact with confidence 
that their environment is safe, nurturing and productive.  

} Environmental justice is served when people can realize 
their highest potential, without experiencing the ôisms.õ 

} Environmental justice is supported by decent paying and 
safe jobs; quality schools and recreation; decent housing 
and adequate health care; democratic decision - making 
and personal empowerment; and communities free of 
violence, drugs, and poverty.  

} These are communities where both cultural and biological 
diversity are respected and highly revered and where 
distributed justice prevailsó (1995, p. 6).  
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SOCIAL ECONOMIC 

MICRO 

(Individual) 

MEZZO 

(Organization, 

Community) 

MACRO 

(Policy) 

Traditional Area  
Of Focus  

13  



SOCIAL ECONOMIC ENVIRONMENTAL 

MICRO 

(Individual) 

MEZZO 

(Organization, 

Community) 

MACRO 

(Policy) 

Inter - relationship  

In
te

r
-

re
la

tio
n

s
h

ip
 

14  



Using a Transformative Learning Approach  

Learning about Sustainability  
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}Portland State University  
ƁHouses the Center for Sustainable Processes and 

Practices.  
ƁReceived a $25 million grant from the Miller 

Foundation to move sustainability ahead.  
ƁOffers a Graduate Certificate Program in 

Sustainability.  
}School of Social Work  
ƁFaculty members were given a grant to team with 

other departments to form a Social Sustainability 
Network with PSU faculty, students, and 
community members.  
ƁTeaches a course for BSW/MSW students: 

Sustainability and Social Work.  
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ÅòSustainability is often thought of as 
comprised of three overlapping goals:  
ï(a) to live in a way that is environmentally 

sustainable or viable over the long term;  

ï(b) to live in a way that is economically sustainable, 
maintaining living standards over the long term; 
and  

ï(c) to live in a way that is socially sustainable, now 
and in the futureó  

(Dillard, Dujon, & King, 2009, p. 2)  
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}This course examined the role of professional 
social work in the achievement of 
sustainability at the community, regional, 
national, and global levels.   

}Using a multidisciplinary perspective, the 
environmental, economic, and social aspects 
of sustainability were considered theoretically 
and practically.   

}Sustainability was linked to the attainment of 
environmental, economic, and social justice.  

18  



} Introduction to climate change and environmental 
challenges ñrelation to micro, mezzo, and macro 
levels of practice.  

}Environmental, economic, and social justice for 
individuals, groups, and communities.  

}Sustainable development and SW.  
} International and global context.  
}Sustainability and groups at risk.  
}Working toward sustainability at the community level.  
}Creating empowering partnerships.  
}Sustainability and SW ethics.  
}Revisiting sustainability and social work ñtheory and 

practice.  
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}Encouraged students to develop a view of the 
earth in which humans are one species in a 
planet that is enveloped by a complex web of 
life, rather than dominated by people and 
their technology (Capra, 1996, 2002).  

}Sought to help them end their alienation from 
the natural environment (Jones, 2010).  

}Fostered a re - indigenization of individuals by 
connecting them to place (Coates, Gray & 
Heatherington, 2006; Hall, 2010).  
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}We had three major concerns in designing the 
course:  
ƁHow to make the abstract conceptual frameworks of 

sustainability come alive for the students in this 
advanced HBSE course.  
ƁHow to get students to deeply examine their beliefs 

about their place in the natural world, their own 
environmental behavior, and their approaches to 
practice.  
ƁHow to discuss the challenges of mitigating and 

adapting to climate change without overwhelming 
them with its enormity and immediacy (Hartmann, 
2004; Weil, 2009).  
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}òTransformative learning is learning that 
transforms problematic frames of reference ñsets 
of fixed assumptions and expectations (habits of 
mind, meaning perspectives, mindsets) ñto make 
them more inclusive, discriminating, open, 
reflective, and emotionally able to changeó 
(Mezirow , 2003, p. 58)  

}The course was designed to have students 
engage with the sustainability framework 
through dialog, personal reflection, and social 
action ñparticularly appropriate for social work 
education (Jones, 2009; Kitchenham , 2008).  
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1. Disorienting dilemma. 

2. Self-examination with feelings of 

guilt or shame. 

3. Critical assessment of 

assumptions. 

4. Recognition that the process of 

transformation is shared with 

others. 

5. Exploration of options--new 

roles, relationships, actions. 

6. Planning of a course of 
action. 

7. Acquisition of knowledge 
and skills for implementing 
oneôs plan. 

8. Provisional trying of new 
roles. 

9. Building of competence and 
self confidence in new roles. 

10. Reintegration into oneôs life 
with a new perspective. 

11. Renegotiating relationships. 
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(Mezirow, 1991).  



}A head - on discussion of climate change 
presented a òdisorienting dilemma ó for class 
participants.  

}The lively discussions of environmental justice 
and globalization evoked strong feelings ñas 
class members realized that those who had small 
carbon footprints were experiencing some of the 
gravest consequences.  

}We also discussed some basic assumptions 
regarding American exceptionality and 
modernity.  

}A first assignment was to write a paper on a 
personal definition of sustainability, which was 
then applied to a group at risk.  
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}Students were asked to form groups to 
design and carry out projects that would 
promote sustainability.  

}This often involved discussions in depth of 
course concepts and community conditions, 
and required them to acquire new skills (such 
as social marketing).  

}It also resulted in trying out new roles as 
promoters of sustainable thinking and 
actions.  
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}Students engaged in online discussions that 
recorded their experiences in the groups and 
their reaction to readings.  

}Their final assignments involved sharing their 
work with other students, faculty, and community 
members through posters presented in a 
Sustainability Fair at the end of the term.  

}They synthesized the work in a final paper that 
included self - reflections on the ways in which the 
community - based projects were applications of 
sustainability theory.  
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Started an exchange of usable school supplies for the 
School of Social Work, networking with a PSU exchange.  

Supply Exchange: Sustainability Promotion  
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