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Pursuing sustainable development in practice will almost always require tradeoffs. 

Unfortunately, the UN’s SDGs provide little guidance for grappling with these tradeoffs. We 

present an analytical framework for both evaluating tradeoffs between different SDGs and 

conceptualizing transitions toward sustainable development. We address this challenge by 

integrating theoretical contributions from two literatures: “sustainability science” and “socio-

technical transitions”.   

 

One of the crucial advances in sustainability science has been the construction of a coherent 

framework to evaluate tradeoffs with respect to the goals of sustainable development. This 

framework links the goals of sustainable development to their determinants. These are 

conceptualized in terms of the capital asset stocks that constitute the wealth on which society 

draws to produce the flows of goods and services that are consumed to create well-being. The 

basic framework is derived from long standing (macro)economic growth theory. The framework 

has been deepened by scholars of sustainability to emphasize the crucial role that natural capital 

and other non-market assets play in determining the well-being of society.  What has emerged is 

the idea that a society’s potential for inclusive human well-being of its members over the long 

run can be tracked, under a meaningful range of conditions, by its wealth, measured as social 

value of its basic asset stocks. Estimates of trends in inclusive wealth  are now being regularly 

assembled and published (Lange et al., 2018). This analytical framework allows for systematic 

evaluation of tradeoffs across the capital asset stocks or even between different SDGs.  It also 

provides the foundation for a coherent theoretical approach to conceptualizing (and measuring) 

large-scale transitions toward sustainability—namely transition where development trajectories 

measured in terms of “inclusive wealth” go from negative to positive.  

 

This analytical framework lays the foundation for evaluating sustainable development pathways 

and management interventions. We explore the utility and limitations of this framework by 

applying it to an illustrative empirical case study: the ongoing energy transition in Germany. Our 

evidence reveals that academics and practitioners could profit from an integrated heuristic that is 

able to evaluate tradeoffs, assess the sustainability of transformation trajectories, and provide 

strategic guidance for managing sustainability transitions.


