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How do we Quantify Sustainability? 
 Once we have solved the not insignificant challenge of defining sustainability, the next 

question is how we measure or quantify sustainability according to chosen criteria. For each 
selected criterion we must decide on a scale with which to evaluate; e.g. (1) crop yields might 
range from a low of zero to a potential high of 10,000 kg/ha, and this could be given values 
from 0 to 100; (2) hired labor could range from 0 in maize or soybean to 100 hours in the case 
of intensive vegetable production, and again this could be coded from 0 to 100. Biological, 
economic, and environmental criteria may be more easily quantified than social variables. 

Examples (see Olson, p. 41-43): 
 Crop diversity:   1 crop = low sustainability (code 0) to 10 crops = high sustainability (100) 
 N losses:    0 = high sustainability (code 100) to 50 kg/ha = low sustainability (code 0) 
 Farmer knowledge:  1 = high knowledge (code 100) to 0 = low knowledge (code 0) 
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