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 1. Introduction 

Achieving sustainability is a task for society as a whole, especially against the backdrop of 
pressing challenges such as climate change and biodiversity loss. There is consensus within 
the evaluation community that evaluations can make a significant contribution to sustaina-
ble development. Through the systematic and empirical examination of evaluation objects 
such as policies, projects and programmes, especially funding programmes, they enable 
well-founded assessments and create the conditions for scientifically sound decisions on the 
further development of measures.

This publication is a translation of the original German edition “Nachhaltigkeit in Evalua-
tionen berücksichtigen”. The German term “Nachhaltigkeit” /̩naːxˈhaltɪçkaɪ̯ t/ carries a depth 
of meaning that goes beyond what “sustainability” often conveys in the English language. 
The term originates in German forestry and was first recorded in 1713 by Hans Carl von 
Carlowitz, who used it to describe the principle of harvesting only as much timber as the 
forest could regenerate. Over three centuries, the concept evolved far beyond its forestry 
roots to encompass the integrated relationship between ecological, social, and economic 
dimensions ‒ a complexity that is central to this publication. When using the English term 
sustainability we refer to this broader, more demanding concept throughout. 

Despite this general recognition of the importance of sustainability, many evaluators are re-
luctant to take sustainability into account in their evaluations. There are various reasons for 
this: there is concern that clients are not interested in this evaluation criterion and consider 
its integration to be an additional expense without any benefit, and it often seems unclear 
how sustainability, as a complex and seemingly abstract concept, can be applied and meas-
ured in concrete evaluations.

With this guidance, we want to make it clear that considering sustainability in evaluation is 
not only necessary but also practicable. Our goal is that sustainability is more commonly 
embedded and assessed in evaluations. So this guide outlines the various dimensions of 
sustainability, which offers a clear framework and guidance on how sustainability can be 
assessed in evaluations. The guidance is aimed at evaluators, commissioners and other in-
terested parties and is intended to serve as inspiration and practical guidance.

We refer to sustainability as an evaluation criterion, as a supplement to existing evaluation 
criteria, such as that of the OECD Development Assistance Committee (OECD-DAC)1 or the 
EU’s “Better Regulation Toolbox”2 . Due to the multidimensional nature of sustainability and 
possible interactions and conflicting goals, “sustainability” can also be understood as a com-
plex evaluation dimension.  

1  OECD (2021): Applying Evaluation Criteria Thoughtfully. OECD Publishing, Paris.  
https://doi.org/10.1787/543e84ed-en. A clarification of the understanding of the term sustainability and the 
DAC criterion of sustainability is provided in Chapter 3 of this guidance.
2  European Commission (2023): Better Regulation Toolbox.

https://doi.org/10.1787/543e84ed-en
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Context and relevance of sustainability  
as an evaluation criterion: 

•	 Sustainability is a multidimensional concept that is established in various contexts and 
is constantly evolving. This guidance is intended to help create a better understanding 
of sustainability in the design, implementation and use of evaluations. The aim is not to 
establish a new, universally applicable definition of sustainability, but rather to draw on 
existing definitions.

•	 Sustainability encompasses more than the question of the long-lasting effects of inter-
ventions. This guidance aims to show how the complex concept of sustainability can be 
embedded in evaluation processes beyond the OECD-DAC criterion of “Sustainability ‒ Will 
benefits last?”

•	 Sustainability is firmly anchored in political and social objectives as a normative concept. 
In Germany and Austria, as in many other countries, governments have committed them-
selves to basing their actions on sustainability principles. Evaluations can play a central 
role in assessing the extent to which this commitment is being fulfilled. 

•	 Greater consideration of sustainability can contribute to a more conscious use of resourc-
es and help us keep an eye on planetary boundaries3 ‒ an important step towards a sus-
tainable society.  

Given the importance of sustainability, we invite you to systematically consider it in all eval-
uations. To this end, we suggest always reflecting on and documenting the significance of 
sustainability for each evaluation object and the insights that can be derived from it.

3  Planetary boundaries are a scientific framework that defines the limits of how much humans can alter 
the Earth’s natural systems without triggering catastrophic or irreversible environmental damage. See 
chapter 4.1.
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 2. Taking sustainability into account in evaluations 

The importance of sustainability has grown considerably in recent decades ‒ both in the 
design of policy measures and in the implementation of projects and programmes and their 
evaluations. The governments of Germany, Austria and many other countries have com-
mitted themselves to sustainable action with their sustainable development strategies. It 
makes sense to consistently consider sustainability in evaluations as well.

This guidance outlines how sustainability can be taken into account as an evaluation crite-
rion. Sustainability is not understood exclusively as an environmental concept, but takes 
equal account of ecological, economic and social dimensions. Particular attention is also 
paid to planetary boundaries, which define the biophysical limits of our planet, and to inter-
generational justice, which focuses not only on the well-being of current generations, but 
also on that of future generations. In addition, this guidance encourages consideration of 
the complex interactions between these dimensions to enable a holistic assessment of sus-
tainability in evaluations.
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Summary

Definition of sustainability
Sustainability is a concept according to which we should not consume more than can be regrown, 
regenerated and made available again in the future. Sustainability takes into account ecological, 
social and economic aspects in their interrelationships in order to ensure that basic needs are met 
and a good quality of life is maintained, everywhere in the world, today and in the future. 

Overarching questions of sustainability in evaluations
•	 To what extent are resources used sustainably during and after an intervention (taking into 

account ecological, social and economic aspects in their interrelationships)?
•	 What influence does the intervention under investigation have on the future development of the 

dimensions of sustainability, individually and in their interaction?

Key questions for assessing sustainability in evaluations

1.	 Ecological sustainability:
•	 Are planetary boundaries respected and adhered to? 
•	 To what extent and how does the measure contribute to the conservation and improvement of 

natural resources and ecosystems?
•	 To what extent does the measure promote environmentally friendly technologies and sustaina-

ble production methods?

2.	 Economic sustainability:
•	 Is the economic development sought or influenced by the measure sustainable and efficient in 

the long term?
•	 To what extent and how does the measure contribute to ensuring the responsible and efficient 

use of resources?
•	 What economic conditions are being created to enable both current and future generations to 

enjoy a good quality of life?

3.	 Social sustainability:
•	 How does the measure contribute to promoting social justice and equal opportunities?
•	 To what extent does the measure support education, health and social security?
•	 How can a fair distribution of resources and quality of life be ensured?

4.	 Intergenerational justice:
•	 How are the needs and rights of future generations influenced and taken into account?
•	 Are mechanisms being implemented to ensure that today’s activities do not impair the quality of 

life of future generations? How are these mechanisms designed and what impact can be expect-
ed from them?

5.	System boundaries, interactions and conflicting goals:
•	 Within which system boundaries are the effects of the measure on the dimensions of sustainabil-

ity considered? 
•	 To what extent is an integrative approach being pursued that takes into account the interactions 

within the system and within and between the various dimensions of sustainability?
•	 To what extent can conflicts of interest between the dimensions be minimised and synergies be 

utilised and expanded?



9  | Incorporating Sustainability in Evaluations

 3.  What is sustainability? 

In this guidance we understand sustainability as a concept according to which we should not 
consume more than can be regrown, regenerated and made available again in the future. 
Sustainability takes into account ecological, social and economic aspects in their interrela-
tionships in order to ensure that basic needs are met and a good quality of life is maintained, 
everywhere in the world, today and in the future. 

The term sustainability has evolved considerably since it originated in 18th century Germany 
in the context of forestry methods. It is not always defined uniformly in society but encom-
passes a variety of interpretations and meanings. 

In the context of evaluation, it is apparent that, due to the different fields of evaluation and 
the different meanings of sustainability in the international English-speaking world, there is 
a certain lack of consistency in the definition and use of the term. These divergent uses and 
understandings lead to varying definitions of objectives, criteria and methods of analysis.

It is therefore important to explicitly state the understanding of sustainability when it comes 
to evaluation. Sustainability is essential because it strives for long-term ecological, economic 
and social balance and thus lays the foundation for sustainable development. A commonly 
accepted definition of the term sustainability in the context of evaluation helps to evaluate 
interventions consistently and to develop them effectively and purposefully.

Definition of sustainability

As there is no general consensus on the understanding of the term sustainability, DeGEval 
follows the German Council for Sustainable Development (RNE): it defines the concept of 
sustainability as a principle that enables long-term development by meeting the needs of 
the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs. This definition is based on the principles of ecological, economic and social sus-
tainability and emphasises the need to reconcile these three dimensions.4 

The concept of the three dimensions of sustainability ‒ ecological, economic and social ‒ 
originated in the 1987 Brundtland Commission report. This emphasised the principle of in-
tergenerational justice, which underscores the importance of taking the needs of future 
generations into account in today’s activities.

This concept of sustainability was further developed in the United Nations Agenda 21 action 
programme, which was adopted by 178 countries at the Conference on Environment and  

4  The Federal Government (2021): German Sustainable Development Strategy. Update 2021. 
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Development in Rio de Janeiro in 19925. Agenda 21 sets guidelines for sustainable devel-
opment and forms a global framework for action that integrates ecological, economic and 
social aspects in order to ensure quality of life for present and future generations. 

The UN’s as well as the German Council for Sustainable Development’s understanding of 
sustainability, which is used in this guidance, goes beyond the definition used by the OECD 
Development Assistance Committee (OECD-DAC). The OECD-DAC criteria are widely used: 
they are not only applied in development cooperation but have also found their way into oth-
er areas of evaluation. The definitions and working guidelines are particularly useful, howev-
er, the criterion of sustainability is narrowly defined in terms of “durability”. The OECD-DAC 
definition is: “Sustainability (Will benefits last?): The extent to which the net benefits of the 
intervention continue, or are likely to continue.”6 The explanations and notes indicate that 
the financial, economic, social, environmental and institutional capacities of the systems 
required to maintain positive effects should also be taken into account. At its core, however, 
it is about the lasting benefits of an intervention beyond the duration of the funding. Thus, 
the OECD-DAC’s understanding of the term differs greatly from the complex concept of sus-
tainability at the political level.

Understanding sustainability: elements for analysis

When applying sustainability as an evaluation criterion, it is important to consider the vari-
ous dimensions of sustainability in detail and to understand their specific characteristics and 
interactions. 

Ecological sustainability is concerned with the protection and conservation of natural re-
sources and ecosystems in order to secure the foundations of life for future generations. 
An important part of ecological sustainability is respecting planetary boundaries. These 
illustrate the biophysical limits of our planet within which humanity can develop without ex-
ceeding critical tipping points. Economic sustainability aims to design economic systems in 
such a way that they are sustainable and efficient in the long term without burdening future 
generations. Social sustainability focuses on promoting social justice, equal opportunities 
and quality of life for all members of society. Intergenerational justice ensures that the 
needs and rights of future generations are preserved by striving for a fair distribution of 
resources and opportunities between generations.

5  UN (1993): Agenda 21: programme of action for sustainable development, Rio Declaration on Environ-
ment and Development, statement of forest principles: the final text of agreements negotiated by Govern-
ments at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), 3-14 June 1992, Rio 
de Janeiro, Brazil. https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/170126.
6  OECD (2021): Applying Evaluation Criteria Thoughtfully. OECD Publishing, Paris.  
https://doi.org/10.1787/543e84ed-en. p. 71.

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/170126
https://doi.org/10.1787/543e84ed-en
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A thorough understanding of these dimensions and their complex interactions is essential 
to ensure a comprehensive and coherent assessment. The following sections present the 
individual dimensions of sustainability in detail and highlight their interrelationships.

3.1  Ecological sustainability

The term ecological sustainability encompasses aspects of the living and non-living envi-
ronment and their interactions. Particular focus is placed on the influence of humans on the 
environment and the feedback loops of these interventions on human life, the economy and 
society. 

There is no precise definition of ecological sustainability in the United Nations’ 2030 Agen-
da for Sustainable Development nor in the German Sustainable Development Strategy. The 
meaning of ecological sustainability stems more from the context of the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs). The German Sustainable Development Strategy highlights the follow-
ing aspects:

•	 Ecological compatibility: This means limiting human intervention to a level that does not 
impair the ecological balance and ecological functions. The carrying capacity of natural 
systems and the responsiveness of the environment are decisive for the definition of eco-
logical sustainability. The concept of planetary boundaries plays a central role in this by 
enabling them to be calculated and evaluated.

•	 Carrying capacity of ecological systems and resilience: The carrying capacity of ecolog-
ical systems is closely linked to the concept of resilience, which is considered an integral 
part of ecological sustainability. Resilience refers to the ability of an ecological system to 
absorb disturbances such as climate change or human intervention while preserving its 
basic functions, structures, identity and feedback mechanisms. Key characteristics are the 
recovery capacity, robustness and adaptability of the systems.

Aspects of ecological sustainability can be broken down into the following elements: 

•	 Resource and energy efficiency: This includes minimising energy and resource consump-
tion, energy and resource efficiency, the use of renewable energies, and reducing resource 
consumption through recycling and reuse.

•	 Renewable resources: Promoting the use of renewable raw materials instead of fossil 
and non-renewable resources and ensuring that the consumption of renewable resources 
does not exceed the natural regeneration rate.

•	 Ecosystem services: Recognising and preserving the services that natural ecosystems 
provide to humans (e.g. pollination, water purification).
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•	 Biodiversity conservation: Protecting habitats, conserving species diversity and avoiding 
adverse impacts on sensitive ecosystems.

•	 Climate protection: Reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, increase of CO₂ sequestra-
tion, and promotion of measures to adapt to climate change.

•	 Water resource management: Efficient use and protection of water resources and pre-
vention of pollution and overuse of water sources, reduction of flood risks.

•	 Soil fertility and erosion: Preserving soil fertility and protecting against soil erosion 
through appropriate management practices, reducing land consumption.

•	 Longevity and reparability: Manufacturing of durable products that can be repaired and 
upgraded in order to extend their lifespan.

•	 Waste: Minimising waste through prevention, reduction, recycling and composting, avoid-
ing toxic or harmful waste, and safe disposal. 

•	 Minimising pollutants: Reducing the release of pollutants into the air, water and soil, and 
using environmentally friendly and biodegradable products.

•	 Education and awareness: Promoting environmental awareness and education in society, 
supporting initiatives and activities that lead to a more sustainable way of life.

These elements illustrate that ecological sustainability encompasses not only the protec-
tion of the environment, but also the ability of natural systems on Earth to adapt to change 
and recover from disturbances. This ensures that the ecological foundations for life are pre-
served in the long term.
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Significance of planetary boundaries  
for assessing sustainability

The concept of planetary boundaries was developed in the late 2000s and has since been 
revised and updated several times. It defines nine biophysical subsystems that are essential 
for stable living conditions on Earth. These systems are constrained by various ecological 
boundaries, including:  

•	 Climate change

•	 Ocean acidification

•	 Depletion of the ozone layer in the stratosphere

•	 Disruption of biogeochemical cycles (e.g. nitrogen, phosphorus)

•	 Changes in biodiversity and the integrity of the biosphere

•	 Freshwater consumption and changes in freshwater systems

•	 Changes in land use

•	 Aerosol pollution of the atmosphere

•	 Chemical pollution and exposure to novel substances

These systems are significantly influenced by human activities. The concept of planetary 
boundaries therefore defines thresholds with quantifiable indicators that describe a safe op-
erating space for these systems. If these boundaries are exceeded, the risk of uncontrollable 
changes and negative interactions between the systems increases significantly.

Currently, six of the nine planetary boundaries have already been exceeded. This underlines 
the urgent need to limit human influences and restore ecological stability.     
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3.2  Economic sustainability 

Economic sustainability means developing business models and strategies, value chains, 
and frameworks for economic development that are viable in the long term. This encom-
passes the resilience and adaptability of companies themselves and the design of long-term 
viable macroeconomic and market-based frameworks, as well as the assumption of social 
responsibility for a fair distribution of wealth and opportunities for development. A contri-
bution of economic activities to ecological and social sustainability is to be pursued and is 
addressed by the following criteria:

•	 Resource efficiency: The optimal use of materials, energy and labour is central to reduc-
ing operating costs, increasing competitiveness and improving the ecological footprint.

•	 Circular economy: Business models and economic frameworks based on the circular econ-
omy contribute to minimising waste and conserving resources. Reimagined product life 
cycles, in which durable products that can be used multiple times, repaired, and recycled, 
are worthy of support. Also meaningful are education and training in the handling of these 
novel products.

•	 Fair income distribution: Income equity ensures a reduction of income inequalities and 
promotes a fairer distribution of wealth. Equal opportunities ensure that all population 
groups have access to economic opportunities.

•	 Job security: Secure jobs with fair and safe working conditions for all employees through-
out the entire value chain are desirable. Access to employment for disadvantaged groups, 
family-friendly working time models, and diversely composed teams promote social cohe-
sion and participation.

•	 Social responsibility and good governance: The culture of organisations is guided by eth-
ical practices and social responsibility. In doing so, relevant stakeholders are involved in 
corporate decisions in a way that ensures long-term value creation. Decisions are transpar-
ent and subject to accountability.

•	 Promotion of innovation: Investments in research and development are crucial for de-
veloping new products and services, opening up new markets, and securing competitive 
advantages. They also serve to remain adaptable to current and future challenges and 
changing market conditions.

•	 Risk management: Identifying and managing potential risks ‒ whether market, financial 
or operational – is crucial for the long-term stability of a company. Proactive strategies 
enable companies to minimise risks and prepare themselves for unforeseen challenges.
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•	 Value chains and supply chains: Efficient and transparent value chains and supply chains 
contribute to economic sustainability by ensuring security of supply. Building long-term 
and fair partnerships avoids bottlenecks and increases resilience and fairness within the 
supply chain.

•	 Diversification: The diversification of products, markets, and business areas can help 
spread risks and unlock additional growth opportunities. A broadly positioned business 
activity reduces dependence on individual markets and promotes long-term stability.

•	 Long-term financial stability: A stable financial base is crucial for the sustainable devel-
opment of companies. Sound liquidity planning and access to financing options and capital 
markets should enable continuous growth and take priority over short-term profit maxi-
misation.

Overall, economic sustainability strives to achieve a balance between financial profitability 
and long-term stability by focusing on efficient resource use, innovation and robust risk 
management.

3.3  Social sustainability

Social sustainability refers to both equitable access to opportunities and a fair distribution of 
resources. Social sustainability aims to shape the social structures and relationships within a 
society in such a way that they are stable and just in the long term. The core values of social 
sustainability are social justice, equal opportunities and the well-being of all members of 
society. The following aspects are addressed under social sustainability: 

•	 Securing basic needs and combating poverty: Ensuring that all people have access to the 
basic necessities of life. Poverty7 should be ended.

•	 Access to education: Ensuring that education is accessible to all and promoting lifelong 
learning.

•	 Gender equality: Promoting gender equality and eliminating gender discrimination. 

•	 Non-discrimination and promotion of diversity: Combating discrimination of any kind 
and promoting a diverse and inclusive society.

•	 Cultural diversity and identity: Cultural traditions and languages as well as local identities 
are promoted. Dialogue between different cultures to foster understanding and tolerance 
is supported.

7  Absolute poverty or relative poverty, e.g. measured against national definitions of poverty 
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•	 Participation and social inclusion: Enabling everyone to actively participate in social pro-
cesses and decision-making.

•	 Inclusion: Removal of physical, cultural, and institutional barriers that restrict the partici-
pation of certain groups.

•	 Compliance with employee rights, occupational safety, and health protection: Protect-
ing the rights of employees, ensuring safe working conditions, and promoting health pro-
tection in the workplace.

•	 Work-life balance for family and care responsibilities: Creating frameworks that make it 
possible to reconcile professional and family obligations.

•	 Health, well-being and access to health services: All members of society can live and 
work in an environment that promotes their health and does not compromise it. Preven-
tive measures contribute to maintaining health and safety. Access to high-quality health 
services is ensured for all.

•	 Housing and urban development: Promoting access to safe and affordable housing and 
sustainable urban development.

A central element of social sustainability is securing the basic needs of all people. This in-
cludes access to food, water, housing, healthcare, and education. Poverty reduction and the 
reduction of social inequalities are essential goals to ensure that all people have the oppor-
tunity to lead a dignified and fulfilling life. 
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3.4  �Significance of intergenerational justice for  
assessing sustainability

Intergenerational justice seeks to balance the living conditions and needs of present and fu-
ture generations. The concept, which has its origins in the social sciences, has a wide range 
of political applications, particularly in financing systems such as pension and long-term 
care insurance, also known as the “intergenerational contract”.

The idea of intergenerational justice was established in the 1987 Brundtland Report which 
defined sustainable development for the first time from a cross-generational perspective. 
The German Sustainable Development Strategy quotes this report: 8 “Sustainable develop-
ment is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs.” 

Another important aspect of intergenerational justice was highlighted by a constitutional 
complaint and the subsequent ruling of Germany’s Federal Constitutional Court in 2021. The 
court ruled that the state’s duty to protect under Article 2(2) sentence 1 of the Basic Law also 
includes the obligation to protect life and health from the dangers of climate change. This 
duty of protection also applies with regard to future generations. The protection of funda-
mental rights is also recognised by the Federal Constitutional Court for people not yet born. 
This means that measures relating to environmental and climate protection do not only af-
fect present generations but must also ensure that future generations are not restricted in 
their ability to use the resources and common heritage of humanity.

8  The Federal Government (2021): German Sustainable Development Strategy. Update 2021. p. 70.
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3.5  �Taking into account system boundaries,  
interactions, and trade-offs

A well-founded assessment of sustainability requires a systems-oriented perspective. In this 
context, it is crucial to define system boundaries appropriately and to capture interactions 
and potential trade-offs within the system under consideration.

System boundaries

System boundaries can be drawn differently depending on the context. They may encom-
pass, for example, the entire life cycle of a product, a value chain, a specific ecosystem, a 
region, or a field of action with its relevant stakeholders. For an evaluation, it is important 
to justify the choice of system boundaries in a professionally comprehensible manner. It 
should also be made transparent whether and how the definition of system boundaries was 
influenced by practical constraints ‒ such as the available evaluation budget.

An appropriately defined system reference is a prerequisite for the identification and analy-
sis of interactions and possible trade-offs.

Interactions

Interactions generally proceed according to two categories: self-reinforcing and regulative. 
In self-reinforcing processes (positive feedback) changes within a system lead to further 
changes in the same direction, whereby developments mutually reinforce one another. One 
example is the warming of the oceans, which favours the release of greenhouse gases, which 
in turn contributes to further global warming. Regulative processes (negative feedback) help 
to keep systems in equilibrium or to buffer critical changes. For instance, an increase in 
pests can improve the food supply of predators, causing their population to grow and there-
by further reducing the number of pests.

Particular attention should also be paid to substitution and rebound effects, as they can 
both promote and undermine sustainability goals. Substitution describes the replacement 
of resources or technologies with the aim of achieving ecological, social, or economic bene-
fits. One example is the switch from fossil fuels to renewable energy sources, with constant 
or increasing energy consumption. Rebound effects occur when potential resource savings 
from efficiency gains or other improvements are offset by increased usage. A holistic consid-
eration of sustainability suggests systematically incorporating these effects into the assess-
ment in order to make unintended consequences visible.

Another key aspect is the resilience and vulnerability of a system to harmful influences. Resil-
ience describes the ability of a system to absorb external disturbances while remaining func-
tional. However, it is usually limited to a certain tolerance range. If this range is exceeded 
‒ for example, by crossing ecological or social tipping points ‒ the stability of the system can 
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be permanently compromised. Vulnerable systems therefore have a narrow tolerance range 
and a small number of regulatory feedback mechanisms and are sensitive to disturbances.

Conflicting objectives

Applying sustainability as an evaluation criterion calls for a nuanced analysis of the systemic 
relationships inherent to the object being evaluated, so that potential conflicts between ob-
jectives can be identified early and assessed accordingly.

Conflicting goals can arise both between the dimensions of ecological, economic and social 
sustainability and within a single dimension. An example of an intra-dimensional conflict of 
goals is the use of mulch sowing in agriculture: while it reduces erosion (ecological goal), the 
use of total herbicides to implement this practice can endanger biodiversity (also an ecolog-
ical goal).

The high complexity of the interrelationships between ecological, economic and social sys-
tems inevitably leads to uncertainties regarding the interactions and reactions of individual 
system components. These uncertainties and any gaps in knowledge should be clearly iden-
tified in the evaluation and taken into account in the analysis. 

A key question in this context is how identified conflicts between objectives are assessed 
and weighted. Various models can serve as points of reference: ranging from the equal coex-
istence of economic, ecological, and social justice dimensions, through to integrative mod-
els in which an overlap between the dimensions must be achieved, to the priority model in 
which ecological sustainability forms the framework for social and economic development 
and planetary boundaries define the scope for action. In addition, there are negotiation 
models that view sustainable development as the result of a social process in which values 
such as cultural self-determination, democratic co-determination and conflict resolution 
mechanisms are also taken into account. In addition, legal requirements, intergovernmen-
tal agreements (e.g. on emission reduction targets) or scientifically based findings (e.g. on 
planetary boundaries) can be used to weigh up conflicting goals. 



20  | Incorporating Sustainability in Evaluations

 4.  �Alignment of the sustainability assessment with  
 the evaluation’s object, purpose and questions 

In this guidance the criterion of sustainability and its dimensions are presented in general 
terms. However, the background, organisation, theoretical and methodological approaches, 
the manner in which an evaluation is conducted, as well as its purpose and questions, vary 
from case to case.

Practical implementation requires that the criterion of sustainability and its dimensions be 
weighted and, where necessary, adapted to the specific situation at hand. In this regard, it 
is advisable to take particular account of DeGEval’s Standards N 4 (Selection and Scope of 
Information), D 3 (Efficiency of Evaluation), and G 2 (Context Analysis).9

The individual dimensions cannot be considered in isolation. They are interdependent and 
should therefore always be examined and evaluated in the context of the specific evaluation 
and with a view to sustainability as an overall concept.

9  DeGEval ‒ Gesellschaft für Evaluation e. V. (2016): Standards für Evaluation. Erste Revision 2016.
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 5.  �Challenges in evaluating sustainability  
 and possible solutions 

Assessing an evaluation object in terms of sustainability involves a number of challenges. 
The most important ones are briefly described in the following table, along with solutions for 
evaluators and commissioners.

Table 1: Challenges in evaluating sustainability

Challenge Solutions for 
Evaluators

Solutions for  
Commissioners

Conflict between sustainability 
goals 

Conflict between sustainability 
goals and goals of the evalua-
tion object

Identify conflicting goals: 
Name uncertainties and un-
predictabilities.

Analyse conflicting goals: 
Specify which goals relate to 
which measures and which 
factors influence them. 

Discuss conflicting goals with 
clients: 
Identify compromise solutions 
and, if necessary, suggest  
sequential pursuit of objectives.

Define system boundaries.

Define a sustainability 
framework according to which 
conflicts between objectives 
are to be assessed.

Prioritise objectives in consul-
tation with the evaluators.

Increasing complexity by 
including sustainability 

Develop proposals on which 
aspects of sustainability can 
be analysed in the evaluation 
and what solutions are avail-
able.

Assess factors that argue 
against taking sustainability 
into consideration.

Weigh up costs, benefits and 
feasibility. 

Mobilise resources (where pos-
sible) to develop pilot approach-
es for measuring and evaluating 
sustainability in projects.

Tension between the general 
concept of sustainability and 
concrete measurability 

Develop approaches for 
operationalising sustainability 
(comparable to approaches to 
causal analysis, which are also 
difficult in many contexts).

Determine which sustainabil-
ity criteria should be met and 
to what extent. 

Formulate measurable  
targets.

Promote approaches for op-
erationalising and measuring 
sustainability in evaluations.
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Insufficient resources for as-
sessing sustainability

Propose in the tender that 
sustainability be used as a cri-
terion and allocate resources 
accordingly.

Reflect on and document the 
relevance of sustainability for 
the object of the evaluation. 
Justify if there is no direct 
relevance.

Take into account that the 
analysis of sustainability re-
quires resources.

Lack of relevance to the  
programme

Examine the extent to which 
sustainability aspects are ad-
dressed by the programme.

Reflect on and document the 
relevance of sustainability for 
the object of evaluation. Pro-
vide justification if no direct 
relevance exists.

Be open to supplementary 
assessment of sustainability.

Clarify any queries with the 
evaluators at an early stage.

Lack of anchorage of sustaina-
bility in the terms of reference.

Clarify the positive effects that 
sustainability assessment can 
have. 

Reflect on and document the 
relevance of sustainability for 
the object of evaluation. Justify 
if there is no direct relevance.

Include sustainability as a 
criterion in the performance 
description. 

Task for policymakers: 
Integrate sustainability as a 
guiding principle in the federal 
budget for goal- and impact- 
oriented budget management. 
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Further information

Information on operationalisation and the selection of suitable indicators, examples of the 
application of the sustainability criterion, and links to useful websites, checklists and instruc-
tions can be found on the DeGEval website. 

https://www.degeval.org/infothek/linksammlung-nachhaltigkeit/

The team of authors welcomes comments and suggestions for further material that we can 
share on the DeGEval website. Please send emails with “Sustainability” in the subject line to 
info@degeval.org. Thank you very much!

https://www.degeval.org/infothek/linksammlung-nachhaltigkeit/
mailto:info@degeval.org
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