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(Note: we may switch and have Clark present this if he can come, but Harley may present if he can't. Ideally 

we would both love to present together. This paper will be 

Title: Sustainability Science: The state of the field 

Our review “Sustainability Science: The state of the field” will present a perspective on the 

current state and challenges of sustainability science.   We will evaluate what research has 

discovered about a set of core questions that we have identified as central to the field of 

sustainability science. Many of these core questions were first articulated by the sustainability 

science community as the field sought to define itself at the beginning of the 21st Century (e.g. 

the important patterns and emergent properties of the Earth System).   We have supplemented the 

original core questions with others that have come to play a central role in the sustainability 

research agenda since that time (e.g. the role of power and agency).  We adopt this strategy with 

the goal of contributing to a retrospective reflection by the maturing sustainability science 

community on what it has accomplished over its first several decades of work, where it has fallen 

short of its initial ambitions and the new demands being placed on it, and what the field should 

now strive to become.  

 

While we will briefly review all 16 core questions in this talk, we will focus on three:  

1. What should people want from sustainable development?  

2. What are the most important elements and relationships that have emerged from the various 

“systems” frameworks that scholars have proposed to guide research on sustainable 

development? And how can these elements and relationships be integrated into a larger view of 

the field? 

3. What must be sustained to achieve the goals of sustainable development? 

 

Our partnership as authors reflects our intention of connecting the original motivating concerns 

of sustainability science with its current priorities and future challenges.  One of us (WCC), 

trained in ecology, was among those present at the creation of the field; the other (AGH), trained 

in science-technology studies, is a younger scholar grappling with issues of power, agency and 

innovation that were barely mentioned in the original documents that defined the field but that 

are now central to it.   We have found our collaboration to be alternately frustrating, challenging 

and rewarding but ultimately exciting and inspiring.  
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