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• Received a PhD in Regional Science from the University of Pennsylvania

• Started my academic career as an Assistant Professor at the School of Public and 
Environmental Affairs at Indiana University

• Ove Arup Research Fellow at the Oxford Center for Environment, Ethics, and Society, 
Mansfield College, Oxford University

• Graduate Program in Environmental Policy Studies at the New Jersey Institute of Technology

• Founding Editor of the journal Sustainability: Science, Practice, and Policy

• Co-founder of the Sustainable Consumption Research and Action Initiative (SCORAI)

• Co-founder of the Future Earth Knowledge-Action Network on Systems of Sustainable 
Consumption and Production

Maurie J. Cohen







Key Events in the History of Sustainability/Sustainable 
Development



United Nations Conference on the Human Environment 
(1972)

Principle 1 (of 26) of Stockholm Declaration: “Man [sic] 
has the fundamental right to freedom, equality and 
adequate conditions of life, in an environment of a quality 
that permits a life of dignity and well-being.”



World Commission on Environment and Development 
(Brundtland Commission) (1987)



Principle 1 (of 27) of Rio Declaration on Environment and Development: “Human beings are 
at the centre of concerns for sustainable development. They are entitled to a healthy and 

productive life in harmony with nature.” 





Conferences of the Parties to the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change



Sufficiently Discouraged?



Really?







Global Consumer Society







Source: Oxfam



Latest Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change





“The acceptability of collective social change over a longer term towards less resource 
intensive lifestyles, however, depends on the social mandate for change. This mandate can 
be built through public participation, discussion and debate, to produce recommendations 
that inform policymaking.”

“The lifestyle consumption emissions of the middle income and poorest citizens in emerging 
economies are between 5-50 times below their counterparts in high income countries.”

“Changes in behaviour and lifestyles are important to move beyond mitigation as 
incremental change, and when supporting shifts to more sustainable development pathways 
will broaden the scope of mitigation.”

“Socio-cultural and lifestyle changes can accelerate climate change mitigation.”



Is Increasing Vulnerability to Systemic Risks Increasing the 
Likelihood of Shift in System State? 

Sustainable living means understanding how our lifestyle choices impact the world 
around us and finding ways for everyone to live better and lighter. [It involves] 

applying a “people lens” to sustainability.

–United Nations Environment Programme



The Anthropocene is the Age of Systemic Risk



The Anthropocene is the Age of Systemic Risk



“Poverty and environmental degradation are closely interrelated. While 
poverty results in certain kinds of environmental stress, the major cause 

of the continued deterioration of the global environment is the 
unsustainable pattern of consumption and production, particularly in 

industrialized countries, which is a matter of grave concern, aggravating 
poverty and imbalances.”

Chapter 4, Agenda 21 (1992)



“Also recognizing that sustainable lifestyles and sustainable patterns of 
consumption and production, with developed country Parties taking the 

lead, play an important role in addressing climate change.”

Paris Agreement on Climate Change (2015)





Is Increasing Vulnerability to Systemic Risks Increasing the 
Likelihood of Shift in System State? Are We on the Verge of a New Mode of Thinking?



Are We Reaching a Tipping Point?



Is Increasing Vulnerability to Systemic Risks Increasing the 
Likelihood of Shift in System State?



Weak vs. Strong Sustainability



Weak vs. Strong Sustainability

Source: Morandín-Ahuerma et al (2019)



Weak vs. Strong Sustainability

Source: Morandín-Ahuerma et al (2019)



Source: Lombardi et al (2010) based on Ehrenfeld (2000)

Weak vs. Strong Sustainability



Source: Lombardi et al (2010) based on Ehrenfeld (2000)

Weak vs. Strong Sustainability



Examples of Weak Sustainability



Spectrum of Sustainability

Source: Jackson (2021)



Systems/Regenerative/Co-evolutionary “Frameworks” for 
Sustainable Lifestyles



Degrowth/Décroissance



Post-Growth Economics



Post-Capitalism

(1993)



Care Economy



Foundational Economy



Well-Being / Happiness Economics



From Planetary Boundaries to Doughnut Economics



(Sustainable) Consumption Corridors



1.5ºC Lifestyles



Next System Thinking



Next System Thinking

• Founder of the Natural Resources Defense Council
• Former head of the United Nations Development Program

• Former Dean of the Yale School of the Environment





“Frameworks” From the Global South



Is Increasing Vulnerability to Systemic Risks Increasing the 
Likelihood of Shift in System State? 
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