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MEASURING
SUSTAINABILITY:
A DANGEROUS
OXYMORON
Inuveaslngly, writings on eco-
logical sustainability focus on the
© subject of measurement,
Envitonmentat writers frequently
cite the old adage “what you
_ measure is what you get,” some-*
 tlmes ex; expressed as “what you
don’t measure won't happen.”
For nearly forty years, as an
accountant and an economist, I
have watched with growing dis-
may as people in the business
world and the political world
succurnb to “management by
" results,” that Is, to the idea that
our dally lives must be directed
and controlled by external
demands to meet quantitative —
usuatly financial — targets, or
goals. My concern with this
practice was shaped in part by the
Ahinking of the great quality guru
W. Edwards Deming, who sald
that over 7% of what matters In
an organization cannot be
measured, Less than 3% of what
matters can be measured. But, as
Deming pointed out, most
managers in today’s organizations
spend over 97% of their time
fussing over measurements and
less than 3% of thelr ime is
occupted with what really
“matters, ! am concerned that this
“measurement virus” should not
Invade discussions of ecological
sustalnability,

Measurement is problematic
because it involves thought and
practices that negate life, [ifeisa
self-sustaining and self-identifying
process that embodies deep
pattems underdying the infinite
web of relationships from which
everything in the universe arises.
‘The qualities we assoclate with life

and the properties we see as
unigue in a living belng are not
the sumn of a living organism’s .
parts. Rather, those qualities and
properties emerge from the
pattems of relationships which -
connect the organism’s parts and
which connect the organism to
the rest of the universe, 5o, to

" understand life one must see

those multidimensional relaton-
ships and patterns. The problem
with measurement Is that it
portrays only one dimension of
reality — quantity, In focusing
our attention on quantity, mea- |,
surement sets aside and igriores —
ultimately destroys — all other
dimensions in the web of relation-
ships that sustains life.

Some would say that this isno
critfdsm of measurement If mea-
surement is confined to the realm
of nonliving, mechanical matter
where everything consists of
independent objects subject only
to the influence of extemal forces.

- Iwould agree, In that realm, iden-

tifled often as the “Newtonian”
realm, it s appropriate to under-
stand reality and to explain events
with nothing more than quantity,
No substance in that realm is
influenced by an immanent mul-
tidimensional patterit that shapes
an infinite web of interconneciing
relationships. In such a world, all
results — all consequences — are
explained by external force, mea-
sured In the single dimension of
quantity. Outcomes are either big-
ger or smaller, faster or stower,
hotter or eolder, brighter or duller,
more or less. Moreover, thete is.
no inherent lLimit t6 size In such a
mechanical, nonliving world,

Is there such 2 world In this
universe? Modem sclentific théo-
ties of evolution, fashloned in the

last thirty years or 50, suggest
there Is not. The modein “uni-
verse story,” which resembles
strikingly the descriptions of reali-
ty foind in almost every ancent
religious and mythical tradition,
suggests that since the moment of
the Big Bang life has been the
rule, not the exception in our uni-
verse, In that context, the evolu-
ton of carbon-based organic life
on our Barth is Just a very special
case of a universat pattern.
Measurement negates this con-
text by replacing interconnected-
ness and pattern with Indepen-
dence’and quantity. As blologist
Lynn Margulis reminds us,
“independence s a political, nota

sclentific term.” Indeed, modern -

sdence suggests that indepen-
dence {s not part of nature's
pattemn Int our universe, However,
measurernent becarme a dominant
force in human affairs in the past
200 years because people
impliditly assume that the
domalns they measure contain
only independent, nonliving
objects. At first, In the nineteenth
and early-twenteth centuries, it
was easy to make this assumption
about stars and planets and Earth's
resources, as physicists and
engineers set out with measure.
ments to transform the physical
world. It was also easy to apply
this assumption to national eco-
nomie systems during the 19305
as economists and government
policy makers took to managing ,
our sodal and economic world
with quantitatiye targets such as
GNP, employment, and Interest
rates. Not surprisingly, manage.
ment experts after World Warll
also assumed that business organi-
zations were nonliving entities,
and they began with a vengeance
to “manage by results,” Rnally,
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the same asumption s applied to

individual human belngs,

although with more difficulty, by
measurement-driven practitioners-
of modem medicine, -

In each case T have Just men-
tioned — engineering, economics,
business, and medidne — reality
appears through the lens of
quantitative measurement to be 2
whole made up of Independent
patts that respond only to
external forces. Any patterns of
Interdependence and mutuai
causation are ignored as quantity
becomnes the sole focus of atteri-
tion. But this focus on quantity,
by ignoring the formative pat-
terns that sdentists now say
interconnect al matter, divorces
us Increasingly from the web of
life. The unfortunate results show
up n the form of Earth’s rapidly
depleting resources, an increasing-
ly fragmented society of isolated
humans, dysfunctional business
environments, and Increasingly
stressed human beings.

There is'a moral in ali this for
those who would now have us

“measure and quantify our

pathway to ecological sustain-
abitity. First, stop before rushing to
quantify, control, and manipulate
with another one-dimensional
measure of reality. Actions aimed
at achieving measurernent goals
inevitably squeeze the life out of
any systern, Secondly, look for the
muttidimensional patterns that
shaps the Infinite web of relation-

. ships supporting life. Focus on

nurturing those patterns In att
facets of our lives and the result -~
sustalnability — will care of ftself.
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