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Figure 1 – The six Essential Elements. The figure is reproduced based 
on Figure 1 in the United Nations’ report “The Road to Dignity by 2030: 
Ending Poverty, Transforming All Lives and Protecting the Planet”.

Why Study Sustainability Science? 

The field of sustainability science builds a bridge between 
disciplines to address global challenges, and not only 
provides academics and policymakers with deeper insight into 
sustainable development, but also inspires new approaches 
for achieving the goals of the post-2015 development agenda.

Sustainability Science in a Global Landscape, a ground-breaking 
new report, uses the power of Elsevier’s Scopus® abstract and 
citation database to give an overview of the development of 
sustainability science as a research field. The report examines 
six key themes that encompass the 17 UN Sustainability 
Development Goals (SDGs):

• Dignity  • Planet
• People  • Justice
• Prosperity  • Partnership

Based on rich data and analysis, Sustainability Science in a 
Global Landscape provides researchers and policy-makers with 
an evidence-based framework for understanding the current 
state of the field and its relation to today’s global challenges.



Sample findings
Sustainability Science is a Rapidly Growing Field
Between 2009 and 2013, research output related to sustainability science grew by nearly 35%. A compound annual growth rate (CAGR)  
of 7.6% over this same period implies that sustainability science is attracting an increasing attention from researchers and funders.
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Figure 2 – CAGR and FWCI of 
research output; per country for 
the top 5 most prolific countries; 
for sustainability science; for the 
period 2009-2013. 
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Sustainability Science Research is Highly Collaborative
Research in sustainability science is increasingly international. From 2009 to 2013, the USA’s research output containing 
international collaboration increased from 26.5% of 32.9%; for the UK and Germany, around 50% of publications are the result 
of joint global efforts; and many countries, in particular China and Japan, collaborate more intensively in sustainability science 
than overall. However, while partnering is becoming more frequent, the level of collaboration between developed and developing 
countries is still low.

Sustainability Science is Less Interdisciplinary than the World Average
The percentage of interdisciplinary research (IDR) in sustainability science is less than the world average, but growing – particularly 
in the top 15 countries with the highest research output. IDR research in sustainability science is focused on a number of 
intersecting topics, including: health and pollution, water and its social and economic implications, and the economic and 
environmental impact of energy and fuels.

Developed in collaboration with:

Access the full report at:  
https://www.elsevier.com/research-intelligence/research-initiatives/sustainability-2015

Figure 3 – Co-occurrence map of key phrases in 
the top 10% IDR publications; for the world; for 
sustainability science; for the period of 2009-2013.
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