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Abstract
In our society, sustainability has emerged as a major concept in our daily lives and activities, e.g. from reducing
the environmental impact of our foods to corporate social responsibility in doing business, and social impact of
our activities. The original idea of sustainability was to address human development within social, ecological,
and economic boundaries. Nowadays, however, sustainability is more and more extended to other areas of our
lives, including aspects of a good life and well-being. The aim here was to compare sustainability, a good life,
and well-being and determine their overlap, differentiations, and indefinite or undecided overlap when
considering the original definitions. Following from the definition of sustainability, a good life, and well-being, I
analyze the overlap, differentiations, and indefinite overlap of these concepts. With this comparison, I show that
sustainability is clearly adapting to include more aspects of a good life and well-being (approximately 26%
overlap), but is limited to do so from its original definition. I conclude that overlap between concepts exists and
by being relatively different they are fundamentally supportive to one another and need to be applied accordingly
to further support sustainable development.
Keywords: ethics, environmental impact, good life, sustainability, virtues, well-being
1. Introduction
1.1 Sustainability and Society
Sustainability is a huge theme in our society and is adopted rapidly in a variety of arenas, from governmental
institutions to businesses and non-governmental organizations. From the 1970’s and 80’s of the past century,
sustainability became ‘the’ leading conceptual framework for providing solutions to counteract the negative
human impact on the environment. Negative environmental impacts include: climate change, loss of biodiversity,
accumulation of (non-degradable) plastic in the environment, and land degradation (Bellard, Bertelsmeier,
Leadley, Thuiller, & Courchamp, 2012; Derraik, 2002; IPCC, 2006; Tilman et al., 2001; Tukker & Jansen, 2006).
Environmental impact has been the main leading factor for sustainability to arise although in recent decades
more focus on other issues, such as social injustice and economic development was added to the debate. Social
injustice includes, child labor or discrimination whereas economic development may be translated into rising
employment rates or access to the privileges of economic growth (Hopwood, Mellor, & O’Brien, 2005).
Sustainability is most commonly defined according to the Brundtland definition of sustainable development
(World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987).
1.2 New Concepts for Sustainability
Extending from the Brundtland definition, new concepts for sustainability were developed to encompass social
and economic issues next to environmental ones. Concepts include the triple bottom line and more recently
corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Elkington, 1999; Garriga & Melé, 2004). The triple bottom line stems
from businesses applying the concept of sustainability in their specific context. This approach aims not only to
consider economic output as the main deliverable from businesses but also its social and environmental
contribution and performance. The triple bottom line further evolved into CSR by including company values,
ethical guidelines, and social responsibilities toward, e.g. employees and civil society (Garriga and Melé, 2004).
CSR nowadays is regarded as one of the fundamental strategies needed for businesses to survive in the future, i.e.
being a ‘must have’ instead of a ‘nice to have’.
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1.3 A Good Life and Well-Being
Although previous developments were helpful for defining and applying sustainability, at the same time they
also led to a proliferation of definitions and applications. The amount of definitions is estimated to be at least in
the hundreds and maybe even more (Vos, 2007). Examples of definitions include, ‘the ability to continue a
defined behavior indefinitely’ (thwink.org, 2017), ‘activities that are ecologically sound, socially just, and
economically viable’ (uwash.edu, 2017) or it may be defined according to its ‘environmental footprint’ of a
product or process (Manfredi, Allacker, Chomkhamsri, Pelletier, & Maia De Souza, 2012). The magnitude,
importance, and complexity of sustainability, therefore, is constantly changing making sustainability a ‘relative
concept’ (Cameron, 2006). Even more so, sustainability is expanding to integrate parts of a ‘good life’ and
‘well-being’ (Di Giulio & Fuchs, 2014; Sarkar & Shaw, 2017). A good life and well-being, also called subjective
well-being, are similar concepts that partly overlap. Here, I consider the good life as defined by virtuous
character. Well-being defines specific indicators that are needed for a good life. Aspects of a good life include,
virtues and ‘good ethics’. Virtues have long been debated to be a central character trait related to ‘good morality’
of a specific person or group. Aspects of well-being include, social connectedness or worthiness of connection,
sense of meaning or purpose, and overall life satisfaction (Brown, 2012; Diener & Seligman, 2004). Current
developments in society require a broader definition of sustainability. As such, sustainability is starting to include
virtues and aims to incorporate aspects of well-being, even up to the point where it is starting to border religion
and religious rites (Johnston, 2014). To provide insight into the overlap and differentiation of the concept of
sustainability, a good life, and well-being an overview is required that addresses the overlap, but also discusses
the opportunity of sustainability to include aspects of a good life and well-being.
1.4 Objective
Here, I aim to compare sustainability, a good life, and well-being and determine their overlap, differentiations,
and indefinite or undecided overlap. By reviewing the original definitions and intentions of sustainable
development and comparing it to the definitions of a good life and well-being, I argue that sustainability has
adapted to include a good life and well-being, but that these concepts need to be applied alongside each other to
enhance the future perspective of sustainable development.
2. Method
2.1 Review of Concepts
The concepts of sustainable development, well-being, and a good life were reviewed by addressing literature
from scientific and non-scientific sources. In this paper, I consider sustainability and sustainable development as
similar concepts; the definition will be provided later. Main scientific material originated from reflections on
sustainability, sustainability in the business environment and the original documentation from the Brundtland
commission. Sources on well-being and a good life originated from research done in past decades and original
sources from philosophers in the past hundreds of years. By reviewing the literature, a matrix was made in which
I highlighted the relative overlap, differentiations and indefinite overlap of the concepts. I have sought to provide
overview of the main historical lines of how these concepts came into being and what their relevance was in
terms of the contextual time-frame.
2.2 Comparing Overlap, Differentiations, and Indefinite Overlap of Concepts
After review of concepts, indicators of well-being and a good life were collected in an overview. From this
overview and the collection of indicators for sustainable development, a matrix was constructed that provides
insight in the overlap, differentiations and indefinite overlap of the concepts. Based on the count of the
overlapping cells of the matrix a percentage of overlap was determined.
3. Results
3.1 The Concept of Sustainability
3.1.1 Brundtland Definition and Further
In 1976, the Brundtland Commission introduced the definition of sustainable development. The definition was:
‘sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs’ (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). This
definition here is equaled to sustainability and contains two main concepts: 1. needs, that are defined as the
human requirements bound by social and cultural background, and 2. limitations imposed by technological
advances and company organization on the environment that limits the possibility to meet these needs (Mebratu,
1998). The definition provides seven imperatives: 1. meeting essential human needs, 2. conserving and
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enhancing the resource base, i.e. the resources available on earth, 3. reviving growth, 4. changing the quality of
growth, 5. ensuring a sustainable level of population, 6. reorienting technology, and 7. managing risk (World
Commission on Environment and Development, 1987; Zaccai, 2012). Although broadly defined, this definition
provides the opportunity to seek active measures to reduce our impact on the environment. Only later, by
initiatives from, e.g., the inter-governmental panel of climate change (IPCC) in Europe, the specific
environmental concern about climate change was exerted into measureable indicators. These indicators include
emission of greenhouse gases, such as carbon dioxide, nitrous oxide and hydrofluoric carbons leading to climate
change (IPCC, 2006). Other environmental indicators used today include: loss of biodiversity, land use and
eutrophication of ground and surface waters (Tukker & Jansen, 2006). Later, indicators were extended towards
social and economic aspects (Zaccai, 2012). Through addition of these indicators, the concept evolved into a
critical concept that is used to establish our common interest in reducing environmental and social impact
alongside economic development.
3.1.2 Sustainability in the Business Arena
Businesses have sought to develop their own definition of sustainability for purposes of operationalization and
application in strategic decision-making. Sustainability in business is often considered as the continuation or
sustaining of the company, not necessarily environmental or social sustainability. In 1994, however, John
Elkington developed the definition of the triple bottom line, also known as the triple P or People, Planet and
Profit approach (Elkington, 1999) This approach allows for users to apply indicators for each ‘P’ and develop
strategies for specific issues within their specific boundaries. Hence, this provides an opportunity to measure and
manage sustainability in broader terms of social, economic and ecological aspects and benchmark it to
competitors and standards. By including social aspects into the triple bottom line, it encompasses more than the
environmental aspects alone.
The business environment also includes moral and ethical guidelines with regard to rights of employees and
other stakeholders, previously known as business ethics (Epstein, 1987). Business ethics are a form of applied
ethics examining the moral and ethical problems in the business arena. It became common in light of social
relevance and the major savings and loans crisis in the financial district in the 80s’ and 90s’ of the past century.
Businesses have sought to include such guidelines in their normative behavior and make it a strategic investment
for sustaining future activities. Today, most companies combine sustainable development goals and social and
ethical responsibility in the concept of CSR (Garriga & Melé, 2004). CSR is defined by authors in ways that vary
along public policies to governmental regulations, this variation being in its formulation and interpretation
(Garriga & Melé, 2004; Vogel, 1986). A clear CSR strategy is becoming one of the most important approaches
demanded by governmental and societal organizations to justify actions taken by businesses.
3.2 The Concepts of a Good Life and Well-Being
3.2.1 History and Definitions of a Good Life
The concept of a good life has been debated over throughout history. From historical scholars such as Plato,
Socrates, and Aristotle to more recent scholars such as Kant and Nietzsche. In early times, Greek scholars
considered a good life first and foremost as a life in community and where personal preferences were regarded as
what it means to be just. Indeed, they were often debating about the fact that personal opinions and opinions of
the group are seemingly contradictory towards a just world. In Socrates’ definition, a just person does not only
do what is needed in order to maintain a stable environment in the group but is also in control of his own being,
i.e. not ruled by his desires (Jones, 2015). Aristotle argued that a life of well-being should aim at contemplation
and learning instead of bodily pleasures only (Barnes, 1984). It is a person of virtue. ‘Virtue of character’ means
as much as the dispositions to act in morally right ways in response to similar situation, the habits of behaving
and doing what is right (Barnes, 1984; Kemerling, 2011). Modern scholars, such as Nietzsche aimed at
stimulating individuals to think for themselves as universal entities and not only to follow the status quo, but live
thoughtfully and virtuous (Jones, 2015). Although Nietzsche never mentioned a good life as meaningful, he did
appreciate the leisure it gave. Kant was giving thought to virtue and happiness. He wondered if it could be
combined without God in the midst of it, but he finally found that it could not be without God in the middle of it
all.
Summing up, the main idea of the good life aims at living a life of virtue or having good character. Living
virtuous includes character traits, such as, righteousness, integrity, dignity, self-control, and honor. A good life
first and foremost encompasses the whole person to become virtuous in character. Virtuousness may affect
well-being.
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3.2.2 Definitions of Well-Being
There is no common definition of well-being. Although well-being often relates to physical and emotional
well-being, I want to introduce a third dimension: spiritual well-being. Therefore, well-being encompasses three
dimensions of life: the biological, the physical and the spiritual dimension (Dodge, Daly, Huyton, & Sanders,
2012; Strawn, 2012). Well-being is not necessarily defined by a ‘perfect’ or ‘good’ condition of each dimension,
but rather by a state of balance between positive and negative affect (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999).
Positive affect may include the opportunity for eating and being safe or having peace and experiencing a higher
purpose. On the contrary, negative affect may include hunger, unsafe situations, war, and experiencing no
purpose. A biblical prescription on well-being and good life is called the greatest commandment: ‘love the Lord
your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and love your neighbor as yourself’
(Matthew 22:37-40, New International Version). Hence, well-being targets specific indicators or aspects in the
biological, physical, and spiritual realm capturing their positive and negative affect.
3.2.3 Linking Aspects of a Good Life and Well-Being
The aspects in Table 1 are part of greater denominators, such as economics (like income equality and height),
religion, social capital (like trust, and mutual helpfulness), governance (like trustworthy and faithful
governments), and productivity in the work environment (Diener & Seligman, 2004). These general aspects
provide the basis in all dimensions of life. Although a complete analysis of aspects and indicators of a good life
and well-being leads to far for the purpose presented here, Table 1 provides a simple overview with main aspects,
indicators, and virtues within the three dimensions considered.
Table 1. Aspects of a good life and well-being within three dimensions of life: biological, physical, and spiritual
Dimensions of life
Steps

Biological

Physical

Spiritual

1

General or contextual aspects: economics, religion, governance, social capital, and work environment

2

Basic needs: physiological, safety, love/ belonging, esteem, self-actualization

3

(Self-perceived) health/

Harmony with the environment

Transcendental connectedness

Physical illness

Meaning or purpose

mental illness/ longevity
Healthy behaviors
(Social) connectedness
4
Virtues: hope, love, generosity, forgiveness, honesty, justice, purity, etc.
Based on: (Garriga & Melé, 2004); (Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005); (CDC, 2017); (Tay & Diener, 2011);
(Maslow, 1943); (Jones, 2015); (Barnes, 1984), and (Strawn, 2012).
Biological aspects include (self-perceived) health, mental illness, longevity, healthy behaviors, and (social)
connectedness. Health is aimed at the well-functioning of the body. It does not mean a complete lack of illness or
death, but the possibility of doing what is needed along with the meaning or purpose in someone’s life
(Skidelsky & Skidelsky, 2012). Mental illness is related to a healthy psychological state. Longevity is the
expectancy that your life may extend as long as it is expected to do so. Healthy behaviors encompass behaviors
that support the well-being of a person and do not degrade it. (Social) connectedness tells a person how well he
or she is connected to his or her environment in terms of human interaction (Tay & Diener, 2011).
Physical aspects include harmony with the environment and physical illness (Garriga and Melé, 2004; Skidelsky
and Skidelsky, 2012). Harmony with the environment occurs when people experience or enjoy the esthetical side
of nature, but also when understanding is obtained of nature, e.g. by learning how food is produced and what
animals live like. Physical illness indicates the limitation someone experiences in the body, e.g., a lame or deaf
person.
Spiritual aspects include the experience of transcendental connectedness and a sense of meaning or purpose
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(Strawn, 2012; Tay & Diener, 2011) Transcendental connectedness is experienced in situations where people
receive revelation from outside their own experience. These terms point towards an entity that people relate to as
being higher or of another magnitude. Hence, this entity encompasses a sense of connectedness and oneness
from which meaning and purpose stem at the same time. Experiencing purpose or meaning is essential for
well-being (Diener & Seligman, 2004).
Virtues encompass the three dimensions of life (Table 1). They include character traits that encompass the whole
person or group that resembles the trait and therefore includes more than a single aspect of well-being. E.g. in
order to love, one needs at least a basic health (biological dimension), functioning of the body (physical
dimension), and a conviction or revelation that to love is the right thing to do (spiritual dimension). A person or
group carrying virtues may be a Buddhist monk or a group of Christians. But it may also be a given individual
who has no specific religious affiliation. A virtuous character develops along the life in which sometimes
well-being may already be achieved, but may as well be lacking or limited. A person with hunger may still be a
person of virtue while he or she does not have all privileges of experiencing well-being. The suggested steps in
Table 1 imply that life develops along these steps, but this is not necessarily linear. Firstly, the general
prerequisites need to be in place, including the aspects mentioned under the good life or well-being in steps 1
and 2. Where step 1 encompasses the more general outline of a group or country, step 2 includes the basic
personal or human needs; a concept already clearly developed by Abraham Maslow. As such, these two steps
provide the soil for concepts of well-being in step 3. Finally, step 4 includes the virtues that encompass all
dimensions.
4. Discussion
4.1 Analysis of Overlap, Differentiations, and Indefinite Overlap of Concepts
In this section, I will describe the analysis of the overlap, differentiations and indefinite overlap of the presented
concepts: sustainability, a good life, and well-being. Table 2 presents an overview of the concepts split out into
their respective aspects.
The main overlap of concepts exists in the social aspects. Sustainability encompasses social aspects expressed in
the essential human needs and sustainable levels of population. In these social aspects, focus is not only on
providing basic human needs but also to enhance the well-being of people. Clearer definition of well-being or a
good life within the context of sustainability is, however, yet to be defined. Another overlap is the natural
environment. Enhancing the resource base and merging environment and economics in decision making
contribute to living in harmony with the environment, an important factor for well-being. Living in harmony
with the environment can also be stimulated by changing the quality of growth, i.e. through including
environmental indicators together with economic growth. These two developments should go hand in hand.
The main differentiations between the concepts are the preservation of the natural environment (planet), typically
used in sustainability, and the social aspects of living (people), typically used in a good life and/ or well-being.
Reorienting technology and risk management, therefore, is one aspect of sustainability that links poorly or
limited to a good life and well-being. Other differentiations include the essential human needs under sustainable
development and basic needs under well-being. Essential human needs include food and employment, whereas
basic needs under well-being include the needs as mentioned by Maslow.
The indefinite or undecided overlap of the concepts lies in profit, the quality of growth, and the virtues (Table 2).
Changing the quality of growth has to do with the inclusion of environmental aspects together with aspects of a
good life and well-being but has been not or poorly identified. Virtues may be in line with the idea of business
ethics as a part of social sustainability.
4.2 Sustainability and the Adapting to a Good Life and Well-Being
From the analysis presented, it becomes clear that sustainability, a good life, and well-being are originally
different concepts. Although overlap occurs (approximately 26%, 18 green cells divided by 70 cells total, Table 2)
clear differentiations (approximately 59%, 41 blank cells divided by 70 cells total, Table 2) are visible. Another
part is left indefinite and remains undecided (approximately 16%, 11 cells divided by 70 cells total, Table 2). In
the social domain of sustainability most development is taking place to encompass more aspects of a good life
and well-being. Developments in the business arena, triggered by the past financial crisis, are again targeted at
including virtuousness as one of the central character traits required for strategic development, e.g. (A. Racelis,
2017; A. D. Racelis, 2013). This may induce a new direction for social sustainability and CSR. Hence,
sustainability is adapting towards a good life or well-being, but will most likely not replace them. Sustainability
is mainly aimed to inform on how we relate to the environment but lacks authority in the other areas of life. Here,
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the concepts of a good life and well-being come into play to support sustainable development. Development that
reduces or lacks well-being is per definition unsustainable. Therefore, I expect that these concepts will in the
future further be used to reinforce one another.
4.3 Economics
The aspect of economics and profit has not been strongly addressed in this study. Money is needed to obtain
aspects of a good life or well-being and is an intrinsic pillar in the triple P approach (Elkington, 1999; Skidelsky
& Skidelsky, 2012). One may argue, therefore, that economic development is first and foremost necessary to
obtain a good life. Although needed, Diener & Seligman (2004) already indicated that well-being often leads to
desirable economic outcomes and not the other way around. Even more, economic growth only shows a
moderate effect on well-being on individual and collective levels. This effect is strong mainly when basic needs
are lacking, but remains moderate after these needs are met. Economic development, therefore, is first and
foremost based on other capita, such as environmental and social ones. Is it not necessary to first have (natural)
resources available and social structures in place before trade and economic development can take place? This
idea corresponds with others, e.g. Sogesid (2017) who proposes that the environmental dimension has a
fundamental role in supporting economic and even social dimension of sustainability (Sogesid, 2017). Giddings
et al. (2002) mentioned that (economic) activities and society are part of the environment, not the other way
around (Giddings, Hopwood, & O’Brien, 2002). Adding to this, economic growth that reduces or lacks
well-being is per definition unsustainable. Therefore, the change in quality of growth (Table 2) should
encompass indicators for well-being or a good life. Previous research already addressed that indicators for
well-being need to be added to national inventory systems, e.g. (Diener & Seligman, 2004). This supports the
idea to increase quality of growth within sustainable development. Summing up, environmental and social
capital remain the basis for economic development and growth. Hence, indicators that include environmental and
social impact are important to use in normative developments, such as sustainability.
4.4 Defining Good and Bad, Norms and Values in the Debate
A good life or well-being and sustainable development both incorporate a normative component, i.e. aspects that
are judged good or bad. Think of the good life or well-being and someone having a certain illness. This illness
causes someone to be physically limited. The respective person may still be able to do his or her life work, i.e.
follow-up on his or her mission, but may be limited in other physical activities. Is this a good or a bad thing?
Does this mean the person has a good or a bad life or experiences a greater lack of well-being compared to one
without the illness? Maybe, but it may well be that another person will have a different experience of well-being
or a good life in the same situation. The way we respond to such situations depends on character traits, norms
and values, and the way the person developed over time, e.g. (Fleeson, 2004). Norms and values are in part
culturally dependent and change over time as one adapts to his or her circumstances. Similarly, this holds for
sustainability. For example, how good or bad is it when a certain part of a forest is cut down and used for wood
production? Certainly, this will depend on contextual indicators, such as how much wood has been harvested
before or how the social environment depends on the forest. Answering the question of what is good or bad in
the context of sustainable development, therefore, often remains a balancing of different indicators, which in
course of time may change according to changing context or social factors. This means there is always a certain
amount of subjectivity involved in decision-making and analysis of a good life, well-being or sustainability.
Diener and colleagues recognized this subjectivity as an inherent part of defining well-being (Diener et al., 1999).
This argument strongly relates to the idea of a ‘relatively different concepts’.
4.5 The Relativity of Sustainability, a Good Life, and Well-Being
Sustainability, a good life, and well-being are concepts that are constantly evolving. By encompassing more of
each other makes the concepts into more of the same instead of more different. They can, therefore, only be seen
as ‘relatively different’ (Cameron, 2006). Relatively, because the concepts exist in different degrees depending
on the context they are used in. What sustainability truly is, therefore, remains a matter of definition. The
definition will always defined according to the users cultural context and boundary conditions. Henceforth,
comparing sustainability will also be relative to its definition. Including virtues that encompass all dimensions of
life, therefore, are needed to have future outlook.
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Table 2. Comparison of the concept of sustainability and the concept of a good life and well-being
Triple

Aspects of a good life

General or

Basic

(Self- perceived)

Healthy

(Social)

Harmony with

Physical

Transcen- dental

Meaning

bottom

and well-being (Table

contextual

needs

health/ mental

behave-ours

connected-

the environ-

illness

connected-ness

or purpose

line

1) 

aspects

ness

ment

illness/ longevity

Categories of
Brundtland
Meeting essential
People/

needs

social

Sustainable levels of
population
Reorienting
technology and risk
management

Planet/

Enhancing the

ecolo-

resource base

gical

Merging environment
and economics in
decision making
Reviving growth

Profit/

Changing the quality

econo-

of growth

mic

Color code: Green is where concepts overlap and give insight into similar aspects. Orange is where overlap is
indefinite. Where cells are left blank, there is a differentiation between concepts.
4.6 Virtues as the Basis for Well-Being and Sustainability
Virtues are mentioned in the definition of sustainable development or well-being but are not central to the
concepts. It is, however, arguable that enabling virtues will lead to a higher state of well-being, but also a higher
level of sustainable development. Virtues encompass the whole person and require internalization of good moral
behaviors (Table 1). Hence, these good and moral insights may well be directed towards sustainability, a good
life or well-being, i.e. to be externalized. Research has shown that societies with high levels of trust have higher
levels of sociability and organizations with virtues including love, trust, and forgiveness are critical for
maximizing members contribution and organizational value (Caldwell & Dixon, 2010; Carr, 2011; Fukuyama,
1995). Previous means that moral values and character development serve as the basis for properly judging the
‘outside world’. Emphasis has been on educating moral virtues and character development, e.g. (Carr, 2011),
although emphasis has been lacking in sustainability education.
5. Conclusion
The aim of this paper was to compare sustainability, a good life, and well-being and determine their overlap,
differentiations, and indefinite or undecided overlap. The analysis presented clearly shows there is overlap (+/26%) between sustainability, a good life, and wellbeing and that this overlap is increasing mainly in the social
domain of sustainability. Considering the imperatives from the Brundtland definition, a good life and well-being
mainly overlap in the fields of: sustainable levels of population, meeting essential needs, merging environment
and economics into decision making, enhancing the resource base, and changing the quality of growth. These
imperatives mainly overlap with the need to be in harmony with nature for well-being. In businesses, the concept
of sustainability, expressed in corporate social responsibility, is clearly advancing to further encompass ethics
and virtues in the decision-making processes. I conclude that the original definition of sustainability already
evolved to include much broader aspects than its original intent. I also conclude that sustainability needs the
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concepts of well-being and a good life to support and enhance quality of growth in terms of economic and social
development. Virtues are an important basis to establish a good life and sustainability. Finally, I conclude that
these concepts and indicators, being relatively different, are fundamentally supportive to one another and need to
be applied accordingly to guarantee sustainable development.
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