
The 3 pillars of sustainability
Type of activity
 Group work


Duration
1 lesson
40


 The 3 pillars of sustainabilityTips for teachers
The task on the following page 2 is suitable for printing as a handout for lessons. Guidance for implementation in lessons can be found on page 3.
Learning objectives
· Pupils develop a well-founded understanding of the three pillars of sustainability - economy, environment and social aspects - as well as their interdependence and possible conflicts of interest.
· They learn to critically examine business strategies and political measures with regard to their sustainability.
· Pupils reflect on their own role as consumers and become aware of their global responsibility.
· As methodological learning objectives, critical thinking skills, teamwork and argumentation skills are promoted.
Difficulty


Links to the curriculum
· Geography
· Business studies
· Education for sustainable development


Target groups
· Upper secondary level
· Vocational schools
· University of applied sciences / university



Task:
In three groups, critically examine the three pillars of sustainability. What often does not work well in our world? Discuss the additional guiding questions for each pillar.

Group 1: Economy – Sustainability vs. profit
· Where do economic interests conflict with environmental or social goals?
· Examples of companies or sectors that do not operate sustainably
· Are there positive examples of sustainable business practices?

Group 2: Environment – Saving the environment, but how?
· Why are environmental goals often not achieved?
· What challenges exist (e.g. climate protection, resource consumption, pollution, loss of biodiversity)?
· Who bears responsibility – politicians, businesses or consumers?

Group 3: Social aspects – Sustainability for everyone?
· Where does our economic system lead to social injustice?
· Which people or countries suffer particularly from unsustainable behaviour?
· Why is sustainable living difficult for many people to put into practice?

Tips for teachers: The 3 pillars of sustainability
Joint reflection as a class afterwards:
· How can we implement sustainability better in all areas?
· What can we do as individuals or as a society?
· Which of the three pillars is the hardest to implement?

Possible solutions / input for teachers:
Economy – Sustainability vs. profit
Discussion: Is sustainable business compatible with making profits? Which companies are setting a good example?
· Promote sustainable business models: Reward companies with environmental certifications or circular economy systems.
· Introduce true cost pricing: Include environmental and social costs in prices (e.g. CO₂ tax, plastic tax).
· Laws and incentives for businesses: Tax relief for sustainable companies, stricter environmental regulations for environmentally harmful businesses.
· Change consumer behaviour: Greater awareness of sustainable consumption (e.g. less fast fashion, more regional products).
· Ensure fair supply chains: Mandatory sustainability reports for large companies.

Environment – Saving the environment, but how?
Discussion: Why are environmental goals so difficult to enforce? Who is responsible – politics, business or consumers?
· Promote environmentally conscious behaviour: More education about sustainability in schools and businesses.
· Drastically reduce CO₂ emissions: Expansion of renewable energy, higher CO₂ taxes, stricter emissions regulations.
· Strengthen the circular economy: More recycling, less waste, longer product lifespans (e.g. encourage repairability).
· Reward environmentally responsible action: Grants for sustainable businesses and subsidies for climate-friendly technologies.
· Strengthen global cooperation: Environmental problems are global – international agreements and stronger monitoring are needed.

Social aspects – Sustainability for everyone?
Discussion: Is sustainable living a luxury issue? How can sustainability be made socially just?
· Fair wages and working conditions worldwide: Enforce minimum standards for wages and working conditions.
· Socially just sustainability: Make environmentally friendly products and services affordable for everyone.
· Stronger social protection: Improve access to education, healthcare and fair working conditions.
· Make urban planning and infrastructure more sustainable: More public transport, less car traffic, affordable housing.
· Promote awareness: Campaigns and educational opportunities on sustainable consumption and fair production.

Further discussion questions for the groups:
· What can each individual do – and where are politics and business needed?
· Is a “green economy” realistic at all, or are more radical changes needed?
· Should companies be held liable for environmental and social damage?
· Why is sustainability often perceived as expensive or impractical?
· Which countries or sectors are pioneers in sustainable business practices?
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