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Abstract 

What is meant by sustainability can be a contested issue in both theory and practice. For 
example, some individuals focus primarily on the natural environmental dimensions, while 
others are more focused on the economic dimensions. Yet others still focus on the sociopolitical 
context. Although these different points of view create a sense of contention as to how to 
interpret and act upon sustainability and sustainable development, the fact is that each dimension 
is important. An essential challenge of sustainability and sustainable development is to work and 
behave individually and collectively across all three realms in a way that addresses differing 
interests and worldviews; the short-term limits of social, political and economic systems; and the 
short and long-term constraints of the environment. Addressing both short and long-term 
environmental sustainability concerns requires a web of community organizations and 
democratic action, as well as socio-political-cultural relationships that allow and foster ongoing 
dialogue, debate, and decision-making. This paper examines the political economy of these 
relationships and their consequent implications for public scholarship, civic engagement, 
education, and sustainability. The central argument is that considering the sociopolitical ecology 
of community and democracy is central to achieving, or approximating, sustainability and 
sustainable development aspirations.  
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Sociopolitical Perspectives on Sustainability  
 

“One person’s decisions (what to plant, how to dispose of waste) have consequences for 
others, and so the pursuit of individual health and prosperity is often impossible without 
some sort of coordinated action like pollution control. This is why sustainability is not 
merely an individual choice, but a social choice, and frequently a political one, requiring 
that people work together and press politicians and others in positions of influence to 
promote the public good. And all forms of social organization, from the European Court 
of Justice to your favorite restaurant, operate through that other mode of human 
connectedness: social rules.” (Steinberg, 2015, p. 266)  

“If we are to build a more sustainable world, we must adopt a more bottom-up approach 
to policymaking, with democracy and wider political participation at the heart of the 
agenda.  Central to this is the need for a vibrant and inclusive democracy at the local 
level.  We need a local politics where people have real influence on the key issues that 
shape and impact their lives.  In parallel with this, there is a need for much more active 
citizen engagement and a well-informed public base” (Atkinson and Wade, 2015, p. 232). 

“This reshaping of social ecology – far more than development of green technologies or 
other specific sustainability tools – is the challenge of coming generations. The sooner we 
begin the work, the better.” (Wheeler, 2012, p. 2) 

“… appeals to justice and claims of injustice are not a result, they do not reflect an 
agreement; they are rather the starting point of a certain kind of debate. To invoke the 
language of justice and injustice is to make a claim, a claim that we together have 
obligations of certain sorts to one another. Many listening to the claim will disagree about 
precisely what those obligations are or how they should be met, but as long as we are 
arguing about what is just in this situation we are acknowledging we are together 
politically and owe at least minimal commitments of solidarity to one another.” (I.M. 
Young, 1998, pg. 40, as quoted in G. Walker, 2012, pg. 221) 

 

Introduction 
 
What is meant by sustainability and whether or not it has a meaningful definition is a complex 
and contested issue in both theory and practice. Perhaps the most common interpretation is that 
sustainable development “meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs,” the definition found in the Bruntland Report of the 
World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED, 1987).  This formalization is 
commonly translated as the triple bottom line, or the three pillars of economy, society, and 
environment (Elkington, 1997), though it has also been described as three nested fields, with 
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environment encompassing human society, of which the economy is but one part (Giddings et al. 
2002).  Penn State’s own definition of sustainability is based on this model: Sustainability is the 
simultaneous pursuit of human health and happiness, environmental quality, and economic 
wellbeing for current and future generations (University Sustainability Council, 2012).  
 
The key component of Penn State’s definition of sustainability is ‘simultaneous’. Though most 
definitions highlight the complexity of sustainability as a concept, they frequently overlook the 
dynamic and interrelated nature of the three pillars in discussion and practice. For example, some 
areas of inquiry focus on the physical interactions in the natural environment, while others are 
more focused on economics. For others, the socio-political context is at the core of sustainability. 
The conflict among these perspectives reflects differing values and beliefs.  For example, those 
individuals who value the natural environment above the other dimensions will argue that 
compromising the socio-political and economic dimensions is a necessity to ensure the success 
of the natural environment. Although these differing, and at times conflicting, points of view 
may create a sense of contention as to how to interpret and act upon sustainability and 
sustainable development, in reality, each are invaluable dimensions. An essential challenge of 
sustainability and sustainable development is to work and behave individually and collectively 
across all three realms in a way that addresses differing interests and worldviews; the short-term 
limits of social, political, and economic systems; and the long-term constraints of the 
environment (Engle et. al., 2015). 
 
Comparable challenges are intrinsic to similarly complex, hard-to-define issues that rely for their 
interpretation on differing individual and collective worldviews, issues such as duty, loyalty, 
justice, development, and democracy.  The complexities and differing views of sustainability do 
not mean that it has lost its potency in our society any more than other such concepts have lost 
their potency. Within this complexity is a tension between idealism and pragmatism. The more 
pragmatic individual may ask, “How can practitioners address all aspects of sustainability under 
constraints of time and resources?” Conversely, the more idealistic individual may wonder, 
“With the time and the money they have, why aren’t practitioners addressing all aspects of 
sustainability?” And while this tension is sometimes interpreted as negative, it is not inherently 
detrimental to consensus; it can be a source of creativity and innovation. Just as differing views 
and approaches toward sustainability are individually insufficient, multifaceted focuses on 
pragmatism and idealism are necessary to envision a better future and to effectively execute 
sustainability initiatives. 
 
Sustainability is not a once-and-done project; it is, like democracy, an on-going process and 
journey.  The complexity and contested aspects of sustainability afford us an opportunity for 
dialogue and debate across differing perspectives. Connections across these different 
perspectives on sustainability are at the heart of individual and collective learning and action, 
cumulative political and social change, institutional innovation, and sustainable development 
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(Engle et. al., 2015; Sterner, 2015). Addressing both short and long-term environmental 
sustainability concerns requires a web of community organizations as well as socio-political-
cultural relationships that allow and foster ongoing dialogue, debate, democratic decision-
making, and action. These elements must bridge our differences with respect to the economic, 
social, political, and environmental dimensions of sustainability. Arguably, in a democracy, 
sustainability can be interpreted as a fundamentally wicked socio-political and economic, as well 
as environmental, problem (Batie, 2008; Rittel and Webber, 1973).  
 
Meaningful consideration of both short and long-term sustainability concerns requires deep and 
subtle understanding of the ecology of community and democracy, an understanding of the 
cultural, socioeconomic, and political relationships; and how these relationships are strengthened 
by continuing dialogue, debate; and decision-making across difference. It is these relationships 
that can lead to inspired positive action and policy with respect to economic, sociopolitical, and 
environmental dimensions of sustainability, or to uniformed and irresponsible action and inaction 
regarding humankind’s crucial reliance on the natural environment, the ultimate global survival 
constraint.   

This paper examines the political economy of these relationships within the context of 
sustainability, while also exploring the consequent implications for public scholarship, civic 
engagement, and education.  The central argument is that gaining a comprehensive 
understanding of the sociopolitical ecology of community and democracy is central to achieving, 
or approximating, our sustainability and sustainable development aspirations, broadly writ.  

The paper begins with a story about the relationship between lawn care and politics which 
explores the dynamic interactions between politics, the economy, and the environment. The story 
follows with a discussion of the definitions of sustainability, and an analysis of sustainability as a 
wicked problem involving interdependencies and systems thinking. An embedded examination 
of the socio-political ecology – institutions, institutional impact, power, and institutional change 
follows. Finally, this exploration concludes with a discussion of civic engagement and public 
scholarship within sustainability.  

 

A Story: The Politics of Lawn Care Pesticide Use  
 
In the 1990s, as well as today, lawn care was a multi-billion-dollar industry in Canada and the 
US (Paxton, 2013; and IBIS World, 2015). Home owners, scientists, environmental activists, and 
other citizens were concerned about the impacts of pesticide application on home lawns, 
recreation areas such as golf courses and public parks, school yards, and commercial property 
(e.g., business parks and hotels) grounds. Non-point source pollution from runoff into streams 
and lakes, groundwater contamination, and human health impacts, especially for young children 
were all matters of concern. The politics of lawn care pesticide use played out quite differently in 
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Canada as compared to the US, but both situations illustrate and remind us of a fundamentally 
important insight and reality – the critical importance of laws, regulations, and customs in 
determining whose interests matter in resolving public issues (Pralle, 2006a and 2006b; Schmid, 
2004; and Steinberg, 2015). 
 
In 1990, an ordinance banning the non-essential use of pesticides from homes and public spaces 
was passed by the town council of the small Canadian community of Hudson located just west of 
Montreal. This regulatory action ran counter to the cultural norm, nurtured by the industry, of 
maintaining dense, green, manicured, disease-free lawns and green space. Fearful of the 
significant financial impact on its businesses should other communities take similar action, the 
reaction of the lawn care industry to Hudson’s ordinance was immediate and strong. The 
industry sued Hudson in the Quebec Supreme Court, arguing that Hudson, and by extension 
other communities, had no standing to pass such ordinances. The Court ruled in favor of 
Hudson’s rights to regulate pesticide use within its jurisdiction in 1991. Communities across 
Quebec and other Canadian provinces took notice, and implemented their own ordinances. Again 
in 2001, the lawn care industry took its argument that Hudson did not have standing to regulate 
pesticides before the Canadian Supreme Court, and lost the case at there as well (Pralle, 2006a 
and 2006b; and Steinberg, 2015). 

The politics of lawn care pesticide use took a different turn in the US. The lawn care industry 
monitored the situation in Canada closely, noting the high financial stakes. While the United 
States Supreme Court upheld the right of local governments to enact and implement pesticide 
regulations more stringent than those of the Canadian government in 1991, the legal authority 
and thus power to preempt local land use regulations, including those regarding pesticide 
application, rested with state governments. Recognizing these legal differences, the lawn care 
industry and numerous other organizations with an interest in continuing pesticide use lobbied 
state-by-state in the US for preemption. This campaign to push for state laws preempting local 
pesticide regulation was highly successful during the 1990s, and today only a few states have not 
enacted such laws. In the US, environmental interests appeared to be relatively unaware and 
impotent in this political-legal dynamic (Pralle, 2006a and 2006b; and Steinberg, 2015). 

This story highlights several obvious but seemingly underappreciated realities regarding 
contested social issues: different people and interests have different near-term and longer-run 
goals; law, regulation, and culture matter to achieving the goals of particular interests, or in other 
words, whose interests count, who is advantaged and who is disadvantaged?; and grand 
statements, eloquently-stated goals, impassioned assertions, and well-intentioned actions are 
inadequate, on their own, for achieving economic, socio-political, and environmental change.  
We argue that moving toward the aspiration of sustainability and sustainable development 
requires collective action and education grounded in the relationships and concomitant rules or 
institutions that shape the ecology of democracy (Mathews, 2014; Schmid, 2004).  
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Sociopolitical Ecology and Democracy  
 
As the story highlights, sustainability necessitates a deeper understanding of the dynamic 
interdependencies between humans, environment, and economy. The relationships between these 
component elements of sustainability are broadly encompassed in the concept of social ecology, 
which refers the sets of social organizations, values, beliefs, technologies, and natural 
environments that interact to determine the nature and evolution of society (Wheeler, 2012). 
Ostrom (2009) uses the term social-ecological systems (SESs), which she describes as being 
“composed of multiple subsystems and internal variables within these subsystems at multiple 
levels analogous to organisms composed of organs, organs of tissues, tissues of cells, cells of 
proteins, etc.” (p. 419). Schmid (2004) employs the term “institutions” to refer to the formal 
rules (laws, regulations, corporate policies, and agendas) and informal rules (culture, ideologies, 
and social norms) which reflect both how people come together in shaping these rules to achieve 
performance outcomes, and how these rules in turn impact how people work and live 
individually and collectively. While institutions enable individuals to do what they cannot do 
alone, institutions also define rights and relative opportunity, or opportunity sets, of each party 
within a transaction (Schmid, 2004). In each of these theoretical conceptualizations, human 
actions occur within a dense web of interconnected, embedded systems. For the duration of this 
paper, we will use the term sociopolitical ecology, which draws attention to the tensions, 
conflicts, and power dynamics inherent in such systems.  
 
Sustainability is useful as a framework to bring together often seemingly disparate domains 
throughout the arena of public and private life. Steinberg (2015) identifies two types of rules, or 
institutions, that impact sustainability: (1) rules designed to affect substantive outcomes in the 
world, including who benefits and who does not, and (2) ‘super rules,’ which govern the 
rulemaking process itself. Super rules fundamentally structure advantage and disadvantage 
within a system; they determine who participates in rulemaking, how decisions are implemented, 
and how information about the process is shared. This distinction mirrors Mathews’ (2014) 
conceptualization of problems ‘in’ and ‘of’ democracy. Problems ‘in’ democracy are discrete 
and topical issues confronting communities and societies, such as pesticide use and regulation. 
Problems ‘of’ democracy reflect the structural dynamics of sociopolitical systems that impact the 
ability of individuals, communities, and societies to define and effectively respond to these 
issues. Reforms addressing human health and happiness, environmental quality, and economic 
well-being will only be sustainable if they are supported by transformative change at this 
foundational level.  
 
In considering this kind of transformational change, a number of scholars argue that truly 
sustainable structures and systems are those that can have stronger adaptive capacity. Anderies et 
al. (2004) argues that designed aspects of systems can be enhanced to increase the likelihood of 
collective action, improve sustainability outcomes, and continue to achieve these outcomes when 
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confronted with external disturbance or internal stresses. Because these disturbances and stresses 
are inevitable, the authors argue, it is necessary to shift the focus of sustainability from 
management to robustness.  
 
While the topic of sustainability presents opportunities for spanning social and physical 
boundaries, it also involves opportunities for changing underlying structures of formal and 
informal rules that may inhibit sustainable development. While changing laws, regulations, and 
procedures is important, sustainability practitioners recognize that changing formal rules 
involves changing the informal rules for making rules (Schmid, 2004). It is also important that 
practitioners understand the mutuality between formal and informal rules; both types of rules 
impact and are impacted by the existence of other rules. For example, the assumption that 
economic growth and environmental protection represent competing interests exemplifies an 
informal rule, which appears in local and national conversations around industrial development, 
and, in turn, affects and is affected by formal rules. Addressing issues of sustainability involves 
creatively identifying the interdependencies and intersections, which often exist among interests 
commonly conceptualized as competing.  
 
Once an organization has determined a solution to a problem, sustainability for that solution 
requires the underlying structures to adjust to align with and support the devised solution. For 
example, when a community decides to use a mapping software to identify invasive animal 
species, that mapping software will only be successful if community residents see the importance 
of reporting invasive animal sightings, if the local agencies have technology and organizational 
processes to gather and interpret the data, and if the agencies can communicate to community 
residents and to professionals who work on the ground to remove the animals. Sustainable 
changes occur by understanding the impact of interdependencies and thus changing the rules for 
making rules. In the story of pesticide use, industry leaders and environmentalists both 
recognized something very profound: “To bring about lasting change requires modifying the 
very rules that societies live by” (Steinberg, 2015, p. 11). As Steinberg notes further, “Although 
they go by different names, these rules – which social scientists call institutions – are the 
machinery that makes coordinated social activity possible” (Steinberg, 2015, p. 11). 

Conceptualizing sustainability as a wicked problem highlights the critical importance of the 
concepts of interdependencies, institutions, and rules, in addressing the natural ecological 
constraints that ultimately shape our communities and global society. Citing Rittel and Webber 
(1973), Batie (2008) states that, “wicked problems tend to be intractable and elusive because 
they are influenced by many dynamic social and political factors as well as biophysical 
complexities.” Inherent in the dialogue of sustainability as a wicked problem is the 
understanding that technological solutions are not enough to fix the problems facing individuals, 
organizations, communities, and countries (Allen and Gould, 1986; Carroll et. al., 2007). There 
is no panacea ensuring sustainable development, because sustainability, as other wicked 
problems, relies on context. What may be the symptom of a problem in one community may be 
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the root of a similarly manifested problem in another community. Understanding and addressing 
wicked problems necessitates understanding that the problem occurs within a social and political 
setting in which a variety of stakeholders may possess different understandings of the problem 
itself in addition to having differing perceptions of viable solutions (Horn and Weber, 2007). 
Sustainability, thus, requires integrating dimensions of local knowledge with expert knowledge.  
 
Finally, viewing sustainability as a wicked problem means that uncertainty complicates 
comprehending the problem and developing and executing solutions. It is vital to recognize, yet 
not fear, uncertainty. Public scholars and community members can work together to define 
shared core values and competencies. Although it may be impossible to predict the precise 
impact of changing oil prices on a community’s local economy, the community may be able to 
adapt to changing market, environmental, and governmental conditions by holding steadfast to 
the values and competencies identified as certain. Thus, while sustainability epitomizes wicked 
problems, public scholars should not feel discouraged, but rather provoked and empowered to 
work with greater mindfulness of interdependencies to design and implement structural changes 
to support solutions, to recognize the importance of context, to operate more inclusively of 
different groups of people and of varying interests and understandings, and to navigate the 
uncertain with a commitment to community-developed certainties.  
 
Politics are Ubiquitous  
 
The impact of institutions, the effect of rules for making rules, the notion of interdependencies, 
and the dialogue around expert and local knowledge represent elements of the sociopolitical 
ecology vital to wrestling with sustainability. Viewing problems as a part of the sociopolitical 
ecology is vital to approaching sustainability.  

Sustainability is a sociopolitical challenge, yet people, companies, and communities with 
interests in sustainability often overlook these sociopolitical considerations. Therefore, 
practitioners must grapple with fundamental questions. Why may people with whom we are 
working neglect sociopolitical concerns? What about those who feel disempowered by the 
complexity and enormity of sustainability issues? How can we work mindfully of these often 
forgotten, yet actively present, dimensions? How can we facilitate and empower people to both 
leverage the benefits of the current conditions within their political ecology and to work to 
change inhibitive conditions? One angle through which to view these questions is to recognize 
that different stakeholders may possess variant conceptualizations of sustainability due to their 
diverse ideologies, organization affiliations, experiences, and knowledge. While some people 
may view sustainability primarily as an environmental or economic issue, it is important to 
recognize that each dimension of sustainability – environmental, economic, and sociopolitical – 
is important, but alone not sufficient. A holistic approach that encompasses all three dimensions 
simultaneously is essential. Moreover, while addressing the sociopolitical ecology is necessary 
for working with issues characterized as environmental or economic, dealing with issues of the 
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environment and economy can also act as vehicles for strengthening the sociopolitical ecology 
itself. Neither approach, be it focused on technical concerns, or broader sociopolitical concerns, 
is itself sufficient. Both are necessary for creating sustainable solutions to sustainability issues, 
and must be viewed as simultaneously and dynamically interdependent.  

The sociopolitical ecology of sustainability is omnipresent in interactions locally, nationally, and 
globally. Thus, understanding sustainability as a multidimensional, dynamic concept and practice 
interdependent with larger systems and institutions is essential in guiding the actions of public 
scholars.  
 
Public Scholarship  
 
Public scholarship refers to knowledge-generating initiatives developed and conducted with and 
for community members. When engaged in such endeavors, both local and expert knowledge is 
appreciated and utilized to develop a more nuanced understanding of an area of inquiry for 
public benefit. This paradigm challenges higher education professionals to see their work for the 
university as embedded parts of external systems in which their skills, knowledge, and resources 
are insufficient without the skills, knowledge, and resources of local community members.  
Public scholarship products reflect a critical, discursive, dialogic perspective that tethers 
knowledge with action; encourages local results with an eye toward broader application; and 
requires sharing of both knowledge and process in ways that are publicly accessible in terms of 
language and distribution. 
 
Public scholars regularly interact with several organizations and their inherent institutions – both 
formal and informal: the university; higher education accreditation boards; federal, state, and 
local governments; community nonprofit organizations; local businesses; and others. 
Additionally, universities and communities exist within a global context, and they impact and are 
impacted by global forces, such as international governing bodies and multinational 
corporations. By understanding the differing opportunities and limits presented in certain 
institutional contexts, public scholars can work mindfully to empower people and enhance the 
competencies and effectiveness of organizations and their institutions. 
 
Improving sustainability outcomes involves bringing to light and challenging these institutions, 
their impact, and the barriers to institutional change. Promoting sustainability as public scholars 
involves addressing problems of democracy. In other words, the work of public scholars can be 
impactful by addressing problems that are often less eye-catching or obvious than problems in 
democracy. Steinberg (2015) makes a similar observation: “We tend to take for granted the rules 
shaping our lives, rather than recognize these as the pliable products of political struggles” (259). 
He argues that scholars have a critically important role to play in making visible and 
interrogating rules that have been naturalized as habits, routines, and standard operating 
procedures. In order to realize these goals, it is necessary to challenge the prevailing institutions 



	   10 

which guide scholarship and professional practice. In many ways, the structure of higher 
education represents a critical problem of democracy that public scholars and sustainability 
practitioners must address in their work. This entails not only disseminating research beyond 
insular groups of specialists to broader public debate and democratic dialogue, but also 
translating that research into collective action by integrating community members as local 
experts, and by developing core competencies for sustainability.  
 
As it has been articulated above, the concept of sustainability demands a more holistic, 
interdisciplinary, and collaborative approach to understanding the dynamic forces shaping our 
world (Atkinson and Wade, 2015; and Ukaga, et. al, 2010). This approach contrasts starkly with 
the historic trajectory of higher education over the last century. Wheeler (2012) writes: “Too 
often, educational systems train us to perceive the world instead in terms of reductionist, linear 
chains of cause and effect. Many of us have been taught to pursue specialized knowledge in one 
discipline, using one set of mental tools” (p. 2).  However, evidence consistently shows that 
innovations spring when people from diverse disciplines and backgrounds come together 
(Johansson, 2004; Dezső and Ross, 2012; Hewlett et al., 2013)  
 
Another emergent political and cultural tension in addressing sustainability, and other wicked 
problems, is the separation of expert and local knowledge (Fischer, 2000). Scholars and experts, 
people with specialized scientific and technical knowledge, skills, or resources, hold power in 
transactions, and often occupy a position of authority in rulemaking processes. Experts and 
expert knowledge have taken on such dominant roles that they undermine public input and 
participation, and compromise participatory democracy (Fischer, 2009; Bridger Alter, 2010). 
Problems are described and framed in technical terms, and only those able to speak this 
particular technical language are capable of meaningfully participating in decision-making and 
problem-solving. This language is an inherently political institution that privileges those with 
expert knowledge. Additionally, expert knowledge is typically disseminated in subscription-
based academic journals or disciplinary conferences, each with their own barriers to broad-based, 
public access. These knowledge contributions are commonly written in expert language and 
accessible only to other experts, another barrier to entry. 
 
The problem with expert-based solutions is that they are unsustainable in the absence of local 
knowledge and practical wisdom. Although people with local knowledge are not conventionally 
called experts, residents of a community who experience a problem firsthand also possess 
specialized knowledge, skills, and resources. Sustainable development may only occur through 
bridging people commonly identified as experts and people with local knowledge. Both experts 
and residence of local community play valuable roles in the journey towards sustainability.  
 
In considering the interactions between expert knowledge and sustainability, it is important to 
recognize the role of public scholarship and public scholars. Peters et. al. (2010) conceptualize 
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public scholarship not only as practice but as a way of being in the world beyond academia. 
Historically, they identify four main traditions in higher education: the service intellectual, the 
public intellectual, the action researcher/public scholar/educational organizer (AR/PS/EO), and 
the antitradition scholar. Each tradition offers different lenses to conceptualize public 
scholarship. While antitradition scholars disengage from the public to solely interact within the 
university, the other three traditions involve varying relationships with stakeholders outside of 
the formalized university body. In the service intellectual tradition, the academic professional 
provides resources, skills, and knowledge to directly respond to the needs of citizens without 
employing personal or university bias. The public intellectual tradition enters community using 
their personal and professional bias in working with others to decide what should be done about 
an issue, yet interacts from a distance often through media channels. Similarly, the action 
researcher/public scholar/educational organizer (AR/PS/EO) operates with a “biased 
commitment” (p. 58). However, scholars in the AR/PS/EO tradition are actively and directly 
engaged with community members and external partners. Scholars in this tradition act as an 
“expert, critic, and civic educator” like a public intellectual, yet also fill the role as “leader, 
organizer, and facilitator of face-to-face, locally contextualized inquiry, learning, problem 
setting, deliberation, and action” (p. 58).  

 
While each tradition may present benefits in varied situations, addressing sustainability as a 
wicked problem through a systems-thinking approach most aligns with the AR/PS/EO tradition. 
The AR/PS/EO tradition challenges higher education professionals to see their work for the 
university as embedded parts of external systems in which their skills, knowledge, and resources 
are insufficient without the skills, knowledge, and resources of local community members. 
Recognizing the critical role of local knowledge in addressing community issues allows public 
scholars to facilitate sustainable changes. This approach is grounded in the realities of 
interdependencies, sociopolitical ecology, expert and local knowledge tension, and balancing 
one’s role as an action researcher and engaged co-author of a community’s future. 
 
Recognizing the need for a new paradigm for universities and higher education, the director of 
the Penn State’s Sustainability Institute tasked a small research team with defining core 
competencies for sustainability. These core competencies are (1) systems thinking, or the ability 
to analyze complex systems across multiple domains and at different scales; (2) temporal 
thinking, or the ability to draw upon and anticipate states and narratives of past and future 
societies; (3) interpersonal literacy, or the ability to comprehend, motivate, enable, relate to, and 
communicate across diverse individuals, political systems and organizations; (4) ethical literacy, 
or the ability to identify, assess, reconcile, apply sustainability values and goals; (5) creativity 
and imagination, ability to develop and apply innovative and strategic solutions, frameworks, etc. 
in order to adapt to changing and challenging solutions (Engle et al., 2015). These competencies 
may aid public scholars and other higher education professionals to work more mindfully and to 
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achieve greater likelihoods of impactful processes and outcomes within relationships between 
universities and communities.   
 
Today, public scholars, professors, and higher education professionals are recognizing the 
importance of crossing disciplinary boundaries in order to most fully achieve the promise of 
sustainability. For instance, the contributors of the 2015 Public Scholarship, Community 
Engagement Practice, and Sustainability Colloquium include professors of architecture, 
philosophy, economics, education, rhetoric, and entrepreneurship, as well as nonprofit leaders 
and students from various fields. Additionally, public scholars in sustainability fields are 
recognizing community members as experts and working to better integrate citizens and the 
university. Meaningful partnerships between faculty, students, and community members 
throughout Penn State’s campuses provide powerful stories of how scholars can overcome the 
institutional difficulties connecting the work of higher education with the needs, skills, and 
resources of communities beyond campus.  
 
Future Directions 
 
Though sustainability is often viewed, in expert and popular discourse, as an environmental 
issue, this paper takes the perspective that sustainability is fundamentally a complex, dynamic, 
multidimensional, sociopolitical issue, not just an environmental issue. Addressing sustainability 
requires an appreciation for the economic, social, political, and environmental considerations. 
Solutions to sustainability call for the integration of technological solutions and institutional 
change strategies. To meet the challenges of sustainability, both strategies are necessary, and 
neither is sufficient on its own. Practitioners must think simultaneously about technological 
solutions and institutional change; both are vehicles for achieving the other.  
 
Through understanding the sociopolitical ecology of democracy, public scholars can 
conceptualize how their work fits into larger goals of democracy: increasing deliberation, 
reducing asymmetry of information, and integrating citizens’ knowledge, skills, and resources 
into higher education research, teaching, and engagement. Sustainability practitioners also 
recognize the ubiquitous role of politics, knowing that one’s work always exists within the 
complexity of differing cultural and scientific opinions and power play. Although often framed 
within technical terms, sustainability issues are fundamentally political and social issues.  
 
Public scholars recognize these sociopolitical dimensions and understand that addressing 
sustainability issues involves addressing issues of democracy that often limit productive and 
effective community and university collaboration. Devoted to the ideals of public scholarship, 
sustainability practitioners challenge the one-sided expert-citizen narrative, promote systems 
thinking and multidimensional problem-solving, and co-create with other citizens approaches for 
addressing sustainability issues. These practitioners, as public scholars, recognize the 
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fundamental importance of the sociopolitical ecology for sustaining effective action in 
addressing the natural environmental dimension of sustainability. 
 
Widespread public participation will be necessary in order to devise enduring solutions to the 
most pressing, wicked problems of our world today. For this reason, we invite you to consider, 
contribute to, and even challenge the ideas presented in this paper. What meaning does 
sustainability have for you? What new perspectives and ideas can you contribute to the local 
community, national, and global dialogues around this concept?  How can you work to create 
connections across the multiple perspectives of sustainability and sustainable development, 
utilizing local and expert knowledge to devise plans for purposive action? 
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