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Sustainability Indicators



SUSTAINABILITY • Goal for the Sunshine Coast 
region

• Progress towards the goal?
• How do we know if our 

decisions are making a 
difference?



MONITORING AND 
EVALUATION • Achieving goals

• Management effectiveness
• Continuous improvement



ADAPTIVE 
MANAGEMENT

Assess

Design

Implement

Monitor

Evaluate

Adjust



ADAPTIVE 
MANAGEMENT • Treating management decisions 

as experiments (within limits)
– Evidence base for decision-

making
• Re-adjusting pathways
• Learning from successes and 

mistakes



Constructive alignment
• Purpose
• Measure/indicators
• Process
• Communication

Sustainability 
indicators



PURPOSE: WHY INDICATORS?

EFFECTIVE INDICATORS DON’T JUST MEASURE CHANGE – THEY INITIATE CHANGE

Measure system attributes & how they 
change over space & time

Understand change & change processes

Protect important values & amenities



INDICATORS: EXAMPLES

WATER QUALITY HEALTH COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

BIODIVERSITY COST OF LIVING HAPPINESS EDUCATION

WEALTH DISTRIBUTION RENEWABLE ENERGY SAFETY

WASTE DISPOSAL WATER USE AIR QUALITY TRANSPORT

VOLUNTEERISM EDUCATION FOOD PRODUCTION

CLIMATE CHANGE ECONOMIC DIVERSITY FISH STOCKS



SUNSHINE COAST 
SUSTAINABILITY 
INDICATORS

20 INDICATORS BASED ON 
PRIMARY & SECONDARY 
DATA:

• ENVIRONMENTAL
• SOCIAL
• ECONOMIC
• GOVERNANCE
• COMBINED/SUMMARY



DATA
SOURCES

• Australian Bureau of Statistics
• Australian Department of Education, 

Employment and Workplace Relations  
• Energex
• IPCC
• Queensland Department of Agriculture, 

Fisheries and Forestry 
• Queensland Herbarium
• Queensland Department of Employment, 

Economic Development and Innovation 
• Queensland Treasury, Office of Economic 

and Statistical Research
• Productivity Commission
• Sunshine Coast Council
• Unity Water

• IRIS Research Ltd

• Private utilities, local, 
state, national & 
international agencies.

• Telephone survey of 
1000 Sunshine Coast 
residents (conducted in 
2012).

• Example sources only (a 
full list of references is 
provided within the 
report).



INDICATOR STATUS

For ease of communication 
we used a 3 point ‘traffic light’ 
system to indicate:

• POSITIVE STATUS;
• CONCERN; OR
• ACTION REQUIRED

Status was based on 
comparison with state and/or 
national trends or guidelines. 
It is also important to identify 
regional/local values.



INDICATOR 
COMPONENTS

To enhance learning & 
engagement each indicator 
included:
• DESCRIPTION
• RATIONALE/WHY IS IT 

IMPORTANT?
• HOW WAS IT MEASURED?
• STATUS
• TRENDS (SPATIAL & 

TEMPORAL)
• IMPLICATIONS
• CRITIQUE OF INDICATOR



INDICATOR: HEALTH EXAMPLE
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INDICATOR: 
SYNTHESIS
For effective communication 
of all issues we developed a 
summary indicator. The 
sustainability barometer 
facilitates:

• A regional snapshot/rapid 
appraisal

• Overall trend analysis
• Identification of cross-

cutting & priority issues
• A starting point for 

further discussions. 

Status was based on 
comparison with state and/or 
national trends or guidelines 
and community expectations.

Biodiversity
Climate change

Cost of living

Engagement

Transport

Population 
density

Employment

Volunteerism

Food 
productionWasteFish stocks

Education

Economic 
diversity

Safety

Wellbeing

Health

Water use

Green building
Air quality



OTHER EXAMPLES



IMPLICATIONS • Are trends established, novel or 
uncertain?

• Are some indicators keystone 
attributes of regional 
sustainability (i.e. highly 
linked/underpinning outcomes 
of other attributes)?

• Which indicators would most 
benefit from timely and/or 
substantial investment?

• Which indicators are missing?
• What kinds of conversations 

and inquiry could follow?



OPPORTUNITIES 
AND QUESTIONS • 2016 Census – timely for next 

comprehensive assessment
• Do we keep the same set?

– Trends / consistency
• Do we extend beyond 

measuring ‘state’
– Include drivers, pressures, 

impacts and responses?
• How frequently should we 

measure?
• How do we integrate with 

others?



SUMMARY • Sustainability indicators 
provide evidence of 
management effectiveness

• Identify areas of concern
• Help to target investment

• We are traveling blind without 
sustainability indicators


