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Abstract

How can science inform and foster social action for sustainability? This
dissertation analyzes how the emerging field of sustainability science is grappling
with this question. Based on in-depth interviews with leading researchers and a
content analysis of the relevant literature, it first addresses three core questions: (1)
how sustainability scientists define and bound sustainability; (2) how and why
various research agendas are being constructed to address these notions of
sustainability; (3) and how scientists see their research contributing to societal
efforts to move towards sustainability. Based on these results, the project explores
the tensions between scientific efforts to study and inform sustainability and social
action with a focus on the power of science to constrain discourse and the
institutional and epistemological contexts that link knowledge to societal outcomes.

Following this analysis, sustainability science is repositioned, borrowing Herbert
Simon’s concept, as a “science of design.” A new set of objectives and design
principles are proposed that would move the field towards a focus on outcomes and
the enrichment of public reasoning and deliberation. Four new research streams
that would situate sustainability science as a science of design are then discussed:
creating desirable futures, socio-technical change, sustainability values, and social
learning. The results serve as a foundation for a sustainability science that is
evaluated based on its ability to frame sustainability problems and solutions in ways
that make them amenable to democratic and pragmatic social action.
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