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Summary

An absolute environmental sustainability assessment (AESA) addresses whether a produc-
tion or consumption activity can be considered environmentally sustainable in an absolute
sense. This involves a comparison of its environmental pressure to its allocated environ-
mental carrying capacity. AESA methods have been developed in multiple academic fields,
each using their own set of concepts and terms with little communication across the fields.
A recent growing interest in using AESA methods for decision support calls for a bet-
ter common understanding of the constituents of an AESA method and how it can be
communicated to scientific peers and to potential users.

With this aim, we develop a framework for AESA methods, composed of a succession of
four assessment steps and involving six methodological choices that must be made by the
method developer or the user. We then use the framework to analyze and compare five
selected AESA methods that focus on the release of phosphorus and nitrogen to the envi-
ronment. In this manner, we show that the framework is able to systematically differentiate
AESA methods that initially appear to be similar. Intended users of the framework include
(1) method developers communicating new AESA methods to academic peers or poten-
tial method users and (2) researchers comparing a group of existing AESA methods and
communicating their differences to their peers and to potential users looking for guidance
on method selection.
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Introduction

An absolute environmental sustainability assessment
(AESA) can be used to study production or consumption
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activities of different types of entities, such as nations, compa-
nies, and individuals. AESA is designed to answer the question,
“Is the environmental pressure of this activity sufficiently low
for it to be considered environmentally sustainable, and if not,
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how much lower should the pressure be?” The answer is based
on comparing an activity’s estimated environmental pressure
to the environment’s carrying capacity, which may be under-
stood as its maximum persistently supportable anthropogenic
pressure (Rees 1996; Fang et al. 2015). An activity that does
not exceed its allocated carrying capacity can be considered en-
vironmentally sustainable, with respect to a chosen allocation
principle.

When used in sustainability assessments, an environment’s
carrying capacity serves to guide the protection of the natu-
ral capital that is judged to be “critical” for human well-being,
meaning that it cannot be substituted by man-made capital
(Daly 1995; Ekins et al. 2003). This criticality assumption is
a defining characteristic of the “strong” sustainability school
and stands in contrast to the fundamental assumption of the
“weak” sustainability school that natural and man-made capital
are substitutable in their generation of the material foundation
for human well-being (Neumayer 2013). Their affiliation to
the strong sustainability school makes AESA methods different
from the large number of sustainability assessment methods in
which the performance of an assessed activity depends on that
of a reference activity and in which different types of environ-
mental impacts are seen as substitutable (Moldan et al. 2012;
Bjørn et al. 2015). For example, life cycle assessment (LCA)
commonly compares two or more functionally equivalent prod-
ucts or services, with the aim of identifying the one with the
best overall performance, based on an aggregation of indicator
scores across space, time, and environmental issues (ISO 2006a,
2006b). Although AESA methods are unique in their affilia-
tion with the strong sustainability school, they do resemble
methods using policy targets or standards as performance refer-
ence. These include some distance-to-target methods in LCA
(e.g., Wenzel et al. [1997]) and risk assessment methods used
to analyze, for example, whether a site fulfills the policy goal
of “good ecological quality,” as laid out in the Water Frame-
work Directive of the European Commission (EC 2011). Policy
targets or standards may be inspired by carrying capacities but
are often less ambitious, as exemplified by the discrepancy be-
tween international policy targets for climate change and the
stricter targets proposed by climate scientists (Hansen et al.
2008; Lenton et al. 2008; Rockström et al. 2009).

While AESA methods are still few within the total pool of
sustainability assessment methods, their numbers have recently
increased, coinciding with a growing interest in their use ex-
hibited by a variety of decision makers: The operationalization
of planetary boundaries in corporate decision making has been
explored (Whiteman et al. 2013; Clift et al. 2017). More than
400, primarily large, companies have committed to defining
“science-based targets” (SBT) for greenhouse gas (GHG) emis-
sions, that is, targets that align with a global emission reduction
pathway designed to fulfill the two-degree climate goal (Krabbe
et al. 2015; SBT 2018a). The World Wildlife Fund (WWF)
is encouraging the scientific and business communities to de-
velop methodologies that enable the definition of corporate-
level SBT for other environmental issues than climate change
(Muñoz and Gladek 2017; OPT 2018). The Global Reporting

Initiative recommends that companies report pollution loads
“in relation to the capacity of the regional ecosystem to ab-
sorb the pollutant” (GRI 2016a) and the Global Thresholds
& Allocations Council aims to facilitate this practice (GTAC,
2018). In addition, national governments have shown interest
in applying the planetary boundaries framework to governance
(Nykvist et al. 2013; Cole et al. 2014; Dao et al. 2018).

The growing interest in AESA methods calls for a solid, com-
mon understanding of what an AESA method is composed of
and how it can be communicated to scientific peers and poten-
tial users. As noted in work by Fang and colleagues (2015), this
understanding is currently limited, owing to the fact that AESA
methods have been developed in multiple scientific fields, each
using its own concepts and terms. There is, therefore, a need
for a common framework to improve communication of AESA
methods, thereby fostering an increased understanding of meth-
ods among users and stimulating methodological improvements.
Furthermore, normative choices in AESA methods should re-
ceive special attention. This is to accommodate criticism of
the AESA concept for, in the words of Weidema and Brandão
(2015), “presenting human values as facts of nature”. This asser-
tion echoes earlier objections against the strong sustainability
school (Mark Sagoff 1995) and the planetary boundaries con-
cept (Leach 2014; Nordhaus et al. 2012; Rayner 2013) and
should, therefore, be taken seriously. The purpose of this paper
is to develop and present a framework for AESA methods and
explain how it can guide communication within the scientific
community and with external stakeholders. To demonstrate
its applications, the framework is used to analyze and com-
pare five recently developed AESA methods designed to study
the anthropogenic release of phosphorus and nitrogen to the
environment.

Development of the Framework

The AESA method framework comprises (1) a number of
assessment steps that must be followed in carrying out an AESA
and (2) a number of choices that must be made before the
user can advance through the assessment steps. The normative
aspects among these choices receive special attention.

The framework was developed in an iterative process in-
volving (1) a review of steps and methodological choices in
sustainability assessment methods in general and (2) a screen-
ing of a selection of AESA methods. The first step ensured
the inclusion of steps and choices that are involved in all sus-
tainability assessment methods, while the second step ensured
capture of those steps and choices that are unique to AESA
methods. Due to the multifaceted and evolving nature of sus-
tainability and the vast and increasing number of sustainability
assessment methods, there exists no universal and definitive
list of their steps and choices. To the best of our knowledge,
the list of Zijp and colleagues (2015), based on a review of 27
studies focusing on method selection, is the most recent and ex-
tensive analysis of the components of sustainability assessment
method. We, therefore, reviewed this list in the first step of the
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framework development. In the second step, we screened a se-
lection of AESA methods that we judge to be influential in
academia and decision support and that, furthermore, originate
in a wide range of academic fields:

� Context-based sustainability (McElroy and van Engelen
2012)

� Ecological footprint (Borucke et al. 2013)
� Human appropriation of net primary production

(HANPP) (Vitousek et al. 1986; Haberl et al. 2004)
� Methods originating in LCA community, for example,

Bjørn and Hauschild (2015), Doka 2016, and Ryberg and
colleagues (2018a)

� Planetary boundaries (Rockström et al. 2009; Steffen et al.
2015)

� Science-based targets (SBT 2018b)
� Water footprint (Hoekstra et al. 2011)

In addition to the screening of these AESA methods, we
took into account a recent review of “One Planet Approaches”
(OPAs) (another term for AESA methods), which was com-
missioned by WWF and the Swiss Federal Office for the Envi-
ronment (Muñoz and Gladek 2017). The OPAs review focus
on AESA methods applicable to companies and was based on
interviews with 19 researchers from many of the scientific fields
in which the seven listed AESA methods originate. We con-
sider the terminology of the OPAs review neutral (not biased
toward any specific field), and therefore largely adopted it. Table
1 can be used as a “dictionary” to translate the key AESA terms
used in this paper to terms commonly used in specific scientific
fields.

Presentation of Framework

Figure 1 shows the resulting AESA method framework.
The framework is composed of four assessment steps and

six methodological choices. Three of the four assessment
steps are found in most (if not all) sustainability assess-
ment methods, while step III, the comparison of environ-
mental pressures to allocated carrying capacity, is unique to
AESA methods and therefore highlighted with a thick bor-
der in Figure 1. Likewise, three of the six methodological
choices are generally found in any sustainability assessment
method, while choices 2, 3, and 5 are unique to AESA
methods.

Below, we elaborate on each of the six choices, after
which we propose how a method developer may deal with
the normative aspects of these choices in method design and
communication.

Choice 1: Territorial or Consumption-Based Approach
to Setting System Boundaries?

Assessment step 1 defines the activity to be assessed, for
example, the consumption of a city or the production of a com-
pany. In order to progress to assessment step 2, a choice must be

made between two approaches for setting the system boundaries
around the defined activity. In the territorial approach, system
boundaries follow the territorial extension of an activity. In
the examples above, this corresponds to the boundaries of the
city and of the plot of land owned or leased by the company.
By contrast, in the consumption-based approach, system bound-
aries are set so they enclose all the production processes that
are needed by the assessed activity, regardless of where these
processes occur (Muñoz and Gladek 2017). For a company,
these production processes constitute its supply chain, while
for a city, they extend over its “hinterland” (Lenzen and Peters
2010).

The choice between the two principles for setting system
boundaries boils down to which production processes an entity
can be considered responsible for. In a complex socioeconomic
system, actions often cannot be attributed fully to a single
entity. Accordingly, the responsibility for an action may be
argued to belong to the entity directly causing an action (such
as a Chinese steel company), that is, in accordance with a terri-
torial approach. Alternatively, it can be argued to belong to the
entity indirectly causing the action by purchasing a good or ser-
vice (such as a steel consuming company in Europe), that is, in
accordance with the consumption-based approach. There is no
consensus on the most appropriate approach among institutions
that are globally influential in the management of environ-
mental issues. For example, the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) has predomi-
nantly been taking a territorial approach when accounting for
GHG emissions of nations and setting national emission targets
(UN 1992). In contrast, within the sphere of corporate social
responsibility, a consumption-based approach is often taken, as
is evidenced by the existence of several guidelines on the report-
ing of supply chain issues and management from the Global Re-
porting Initiative (e.g., GRI 2016b) and United Nations Global
Compact (e.g., UNGC 2015). The perception of responsibility
can also change with time. Shortly after the 2013 collapse of
a textile factory in Bangladesh that claimed the lives of around
1,100 workers, a number of big fashion brands sourcing textiles
from that region committed to financing a scheme for improv-
ing safety at factories, even though they had previously been
reluctant to take such responsibilities (Ek and Kane 2013).

Choice 2: Environmental Sustainability Objective?

An environmental sustainability objective defines that
which must be protected to achieve environmental sustainabil-
ity. As explained in the introduction, all AESA methods are
associated with the strong sustainability school, meaning that a
fundamental assumption is that human well-being depends on
some minimum level of environmental protection to safeguard
critical natural capital. Environmental science has a key role
in creating knowledge on the complex interactions between
elements within ecosystems and their responses to anthro-
pogenic pressure. However, even in the hypothetical situation
where knowledge of an ecosystem is perfect, environmental
scientists cannot objectively decide what is to be considered

Bjørn et al., ASEA Method Framework 3



R E S E A R C H A N D A N A LYS I S

Ta
bl

e
1

Ke
y

A
ES

A
te

rm
s

us
ed

in
th

is
pa

pe
r

an
d

co
m

m
on

sy
no

ny
m

s
in

ot
he

r
sc

ie
nt

ifi
c

fie
ld

s
an

d
lit

er
at

ur
e

so
ur

ce
s

T
hi

s
pa

pe
r

C
on

te
xt

-b
as

ed
su

st
ai

na
bi

lit
y

(M
cE

lro
y

an
d

va
n

E
ng

el
en

20
12

)

E
co

lo
gi

ca
l

fo
ot

pr
in

t
(B

or
uc

ke
et

al
.

20
13

)

H
A

N
PP

(V
ito

us
ek

et
al

.
19

86
;

H
ab

er
l

et
al

.
20

04
)

LC
A

(e
.g

.,
IS

O
20

06
a,

20
06

b;
B

jø
rn

an
d

H
au

sc
hi

ld
20

15
;

D
ok

a
20

16
,

R
yb

er
g

et
al

.
20

18
b)

O
PA

s
re

vi
ew

(M
uñ
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Figure 1 Absolute environmental sustainability assessment (AESA) method framework comprising four assessment steps (boxes) and six
methodological choices (ellipses). Thick borders indicate that an element is unique to AESA methods, as opposed to taking part in all
quantitative sustainability assessment methods.

critical natural capital by an AESA method. That decision
depends on which functions or services of nature are seen as
critical to humans (Cornell 2012), and this is, to some extent,
a normative question (Ekins et al. 2003). In the ecosystem
services framework (Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005),
a large number of services are mapped and categorized as
provisioning, regulating, cultural or supporting services.
Many AESA methods, such as the ecological footprint and
HANPP (Haberl et al. 2004; Borucke et al. 2013), are based
on the environmental sustainability objective of protecting
provisioning functions or services. By comparison, AESA
methods related to the planetary boundaries concept focus on
protecting the regulating and supporting functions or services
supplied by the “Earth System” (Rockström et al. 2009; Steffen
et al. 2015).

The sustainability concept itself sees nature protection as
a means to ensure human well-being and not as a goal in it-
self (Holden et al. 2014). Still, it has been argued that there
is room for ecocentrism in sustainability assessments, which
means valuing nature for its intrinsic properties (Muñoz and
Gladek 2017). This is because the recognition of nature’s in-
trinsic value is known to be part of human moral psychology
through humans’ ability to empathize with other forms of life
and through the sacredness humans may attribute to natural
sites on a spiritual level (Rottman et al. 2015). Acting in a
way that does not respect nature’s intrinsic value could thus
conflict with our moral psychology and thereby reduce human
well-being in a nonmaterial sense. An ecocentric perspective
translates to more ambitious environmental sustainability ob-
jectives than an anthropocentric perspective, for example, the
protection of all species in an ecosystem versus the protection of
species that are materially important for human well-being only.

An environmental sustainability objective does not have to
cover all types of environmental issues. For example, several

environmental issues that are commonly covered in LCA are
not covered by the planetary boundaries framework (Stef-
fen et al. 2015), as they are not relevant for protecting the
functional integrity of the Earth System (Chandrakumar and
McLaren 2018; Ryberg et al. 2018b). Examples are, non-
renewable resource scarcity and ionizing radiation. If an AESA
method does not cover all environmental issues that are per-
ceived as important by the method users, there is a risk of “bur-
den shifting” to uncovered issues and this risk should clearly be
communicated (as elaborated in the Four Applications of Analy-
sis section below). An alternative approach is to base an AESA
method on a set of existing environmental issues. For example,
Bjørn and Hauschild (2015) identified carrying capacity esti-
mates in the environmental science literature and made them
comparable to environmental pressures expressed with indica-
tors commonly used in LCA. The advantage of this approach
is that the resulting AESA method covers all environmental
issues typically covered in LCA, which limits the risk of burden
shifting. The disadvantage is that the chosen carrying capacities
are not necessarily related to a single, coherent, environmental
sustainability objective.

Choice 3: Quantification of Carrying Capacity?

Having defined an environmental sustainability objective,
a choice must be made on how to translate this into one
or more quantified environmental carrying capacities. In the
context of AESA methods, carrying capacity may be de-
fined as “the maximum persistent anthropogenic pressure that
the environment can tolerate without suffering impairment
of the functional integrity of its ecosystems.” This definition
is closely related to the definition offered in work by Fang
et al. (2015), who drew on work by Catton (1986) and Rees
(1996).

Bjørn et al., ASEA Method Framework 5
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Figure 2 Illustrative impact pathway for an environmental sustainability objective related to climate change. CO2 = carbon dioxide;
CH4 = methane; N2O = nitrous oxide. Structure inspired by Smeets and Weterings (1999).

Impact Pathway
To quantify carrying capacity, one or more indicators

must first be identified. This is done by mapping the causal
relationship between threats to an environmental sustain-
ability objective and anthropogenic pressures (resource use
and emissions) in an impact pathway. Figure 2 shows an
illustrative impact pathway beginning with the environmental
sustainability objective “prevent dangerous anthropogenic
interference with the climate system,” as defined by UNFCCC
(UN 1992), and ending with the identification of a list of
pressures that threatens this objective.

For many environmental sustainability objectives, such a
mapping leads to the identification of more than one pressure.
In the case of Figure 2, for example, multiple emissions as well
as land-use change were identified as pressures, in which case
a carrying capacity must be calculated for a chosen reference
pressure, such as emissions of carbon dioxide (CO2).

Quantifications
The calculation of a carrying capacity value typically

involves a normative interpretation of ambiguous terms used in
the environmental sustainability objective, such as “dangerous
anthropogenic interference” in the objective of UNFCCC (UN
1992; Petschel-Held et al. 1999; Hansen et al. 2008; Mann
2009; van Zalinge and Dijkstra 2017). It also typically involves
considerations of thresholds or “tipping points” in the response
of an impact indicator to increasing pressure, as observed or
simulated with system modeling (Lenton 2013; Dearing et al.
2014). In some cases, the critical parameter value derived from
an environmental sustainability objective is expressed in a
state indicator and not a pressure indicator. For example, the
planetary boundary for climate change is expressed in radiative
forcing increase and in atmoshperic CO2 concentration (Stef-
fen et al. 2015), rather than in emission of CO2 (see Figure 2).
In such cases, additional environmental modeling is needed
to calculate a carrying capacity value. Alternatively, the
environmental indicator values to be calculated in assessment
step II may be expressed at the state level to enable a direct

comparison to boundaries, in which case carrying capacities
need not be calculated (option not shown in Figure 1). In both
approaches, life cycle impact assessment methods may be used
to translate values between different indicators in an impact
pathway (Hauschild and Huijbregts 2015).

When observations or system modeling is not possible or
practical, expert judgment may also be used to quantify carrying
capacity (Muñoz and Gladek 2017). In the case where threats
to fulfilling an environmental sustainability objective increase
(roughly) linearly with anthropogenic pressure, carrying
capacities should be based on societal acceptability (Dearing
et al. 2014), that is, reflect the answer to the normative
question, “How degraded do we accept this ecosystem to
be, considering the value of products and services, whose
production contributes to its degradation?”

Uncertainties
The quantification of carrying capacity usually involves un-

certainty due to imperfect knowledge of the quantitative re-
lationships between indicators in an impact pathway. For ex-
ample, the quantitative relationship between radiative forc-
ing increase and atmospheric temperature increase in the im-
pact pathway for climate change (see Figure 2), determined by
the so-called climate sensitivity parameter, is relatively uncer-
tain, despite decades of intense climate change research (IPCC
2013). In the face of such uncertainty, a normative choice lies
in which parameter value to use, ranging from conservative to
optimistic. The planetary boundaries framework is consistently
based on conservative choices in response to uncertainty (Stef-
fen et al. 2015). In comparison, the carrying capacity values
derived in work by Bjørn and Hauschild (2015) are based on
average or median parameter values, in accordance with the
common approach in life cycle impact assessment (Hauschild
and Huijbregts 2015).

Implication for Quantification of Environmental
Pressure
The identification of carrying capacity defines the envi-

ronmental pressures that require quantification in assessment
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step II (see example in Figure 2). The impact assessment method
used to calculate a carrying capacity value can also be used to
translate environmental pressures to a single reference pressure.
In the example of Figure 2, different climate forcers (right-hand
side) can be expressed in CO2 equivalents, based on their ra-
diative forcing relative to CO2, following a life cycle impact
assessment method (Cherubini et al. 2016). The identification
of carrying capacity also decides the ideal temporal and spa-
tial resolution for the quantification of pressures. For example,
the AESA for terrestrial acidification and eutrophication of
Bjørn et al. (2016) was based on the quantification of carrying
capacity in 99,515 spatial units, and this informs the ideal spa-
tial resolution of environmental pressures, in the form of SOX,
NOX and NHX emissions to air, to be quantified.

Choice 4: Data Collection Approach?

In an assessment with a territorial approach to setting system
boundaries (see choice 1), data can usually be straightforwardly
collected. This is especially the case when the boundaries of
a studied activity (e.g., total production at an industrial site)
matches the boundaries of environmental data reported by the
entity directly responsible for those activities (e.g., through
corporate responsibility reporting).

Data collection in consumption-based assessments (see
choice 1) is more complicated, since it involves compiling
data from multiple sources. For this, one of two approaches
can be adopted. The process approach involves the mapping of
production processes within the system boundary by tracking
the physical flows linking them. The mapping is followed by a
quantification of environmental pressures for each process. In
practice, the process approach is typically based on a combina-
tion of first-hand data, often provided by the entity responsible
of the studied activities and of generic data from a database
of production processes, such as ecoinvent (Association Ecoin-
vent 2018). By comparison, the environmentally extended input-
output (EEIO) approach couples average environmental data of
industrial sectors from specific nations with data from national
accounts on the trade between nation-specific industrial sec-
tors (Wiedmann 2009). In this way, the sectors involved in
the provisioning of a product or service are linked by economic
flows.

The EEIO approach can lead to a poorer representation
of production processes from economic sectors of a hetero-
geneous nature (such as “chemicals not elsewhere classified”
in the Exiobase EEIO database [Stadler et al. 2018]) than
the process approach. Also, the EEIO approach currently
covers a much shorter list of environmental pressures than
the process approach, which can be a serious limitation in
an AESA, depending on the environmental pressures that
need quantification, as per choice 3. On the other hand, the
process approach inevitably leads to an incomplete coverage of
production processes. This is because of the practice of “cutting
off” from the system boundaries the parts of the supply chains
of products and services, which are judged to, individually,
have negligible effects on the total environmental pressure

and for which process data are difficult to obtain (Bjørn et al.
2018). By contrast, the EEIO approach, in principle, leads to
100% coverage of processes.

When choosing between a process and EEIO approach, re-
quirements to spatial and temporal resolutions of environmen-
tal pressures, as per choice 3, should be considered. The EEIO
approach is typically spatially resolved at a national level (a few
large nations may be resolved at the provincial or state level)
and temporally resolved at a yearly level (Stadler et al. 2018). By
comparison, the process approach typically leads to quantified
environmental pressures of varying spatial and temporal reso-
lutions, from very high for processes covered by first-hand data
(e.g., geolocated) to generic (e.g., a global average) for some
of the processes modeled using a database, such as ecoinvent
(Association Ecoinvent 2018).

Regardless of the approach taken, multifunctional processes
pose a modeling challenge. For example, a milk production
system has the additional function of producing, among other
things, meat and cowhide. The total environmental pressures
of the milk production system must therefore somehow be split
between to the production of milk, meat, hide, and other co-
products, and this is essentially a normative exercise (Dalgaard
et al. 2014). AESA is consistent with an “attributional” model-
ing approach in LCA and multifunctional processes can there-
fore be handled by, what Majeau-Bettez et al. (2018) refer to
as, partition allocation and, with some restrictions, alternate
activity allocation. Common for both the process and EEIO
approach are also uncertainties, due to imperfect knowledge of
the production processes associated with the assessed activity
and the environmental pressures occurring per unit of produc-
tion from each process. Again, a normative choice lies in which
parameter value, ranging from conservative to optimistic, to use
in an AESA.

Choice 5: Principle for Allocating Carrying Capacity?

Comparing the environmental pressure of an assessed activ-
ity directly to a carrying capacity is only meaningful if there
are no other activities occupying a part of the carrying capacity.
This is generally not the case and, therefore, a part of the quanti-
fied carrying capacity must be allocated to the assessed activity.
Moreover, in cases where an activity involves production pro-
cesses, whose environmental pressures affect different carrying
capacities (for example, by consuming water in different water-
sheds), allocation should be performed at the process level.

Different allocation principles for distributing scarce re-
sources exist (Muñoz and Gladek 2017; Ryberg et al. 2018a):
The contribution to value-added principle holds that the allocated
carrying capacity is proportional to the economic value pro-
duced by an activity (Randers 2012). According to the grand-
fathering principle, an activity’s allocated carrying capacity is
“inherited” from its share of total environmental pressure in
a past reference year (Knight 2014). The equal per capita prin-
ciple allocates carrying capacity equally among all individuals
in a territory (Starkey 2008). More principles exist, and each
has conceptual and practical advantages and disadvantages. For

Bjørn et al., ASEA Method Framework 7



R E S E A R C H A N D A N A LYS I S

example, the principle of equal per capita allocation is consis-
tent with the ideal of intra- and intergenerational equity em-
bedded in the sustainable development concept (WCED 1987;
Holden et al. 2014), but it is difficult to apply to production
activities, when it is unclear how these contribute to the total
consumption of individuals. This is especially the case for the
production of goods to be sold for further industrial process-
ing, such as crude steel. The contribution to value-added and
grandfathering principles, on the other hand, are convenient
to apply on production activities, as they rely on economic
data or environmental pressures in the past that are generally
obtainable. Nevertheless, the principles are somewhat at odds
with equity ideals because they may lead to current inequalities
being passed on into the future.

Choice 6: Aggregation?

Aggregation is a common technique for facilitating the in-
terpretation of assessment results and can be useful in environ-
mental assessments where several activities are compared with
the goal of identifying the one with the best overall performance
across space, time, and types of carrying capacities. For example,
ecological footprint assessments generally involve aggregation
across space and types of footprints (cropland, grazing land,
“carbon uptake land,” etc.) (Borucke et al. 2013). One aggrega-
tion technique is to count the number of spatial and temporal
units in which environmental pressure exceeds a carrying ca-
pacity. Another technique is to add the exceedance of carrying
capacities across space and time, which resembles the approach
taken in “accumulated exceedance”–based life cycle impact as-
sessment indicators (e.g., Seppälä et al. 2006). Inevitably, any
aggregation of pressures compared to allocated carrying capacity
leads to a loss of information. It is especially problematic if the
aggregation technique allows hiding exceedance of allocated
carrying capacity in one place by “unused” carrying capacity
elsewhere (Bjørn and Røpke 2018). Whether the benefits of
aggregation outweigh this drawback depends on the assessment
context.

Normative Aspects in AESA

Table 2 summarizes the normative aspects involved in the
six methodological choices described above.

The six choices should ideally reflect the values of an as-
sessment’s stakeholders. In the assessment of a production ac-
tivity of a company, stakeholders typically comprise customers,
suppliers, civil society (e.g., environmental nongovernmental
organizations), public opinion, investors, potentially affected
parties (e.g., people living close to the company’s industrial
sites), and policy makers (Penna and Geels 2012). As stake-
holders vary between assessments, a method developer is rarely
capable of making choices that are consistent with all use sce-
narios of an AESA method. Therefore, some choices are often
left to the user of an AESA method. Such choices must be of
a modular nature, meaning that a change in one choice does
not affect the solution space of other choices. All choices in

the AESA framework are modular, except choice 2, because
the solution spaces of choice 3 and, to some extent, 6 depend
on it. The method developer must, therefore, perform choice 2
and communicate clearly how this was done to method users,
who can then take this into account in the process of selecting
a method among alternatives (see also the Four Applications of
Analysis section below).

The remaining five choices (1 and 3–6) can be left to AESA
method users. To facilitate this, options for handling choices
may be classified according to “perspective archetypes,” which
is a common approach to handling value judgment in life cycle
impact assessment (Hofstetter 1998; Huijbregts et al. 2017).
Perspective archetypes are located on a spectrum from opti-
mism (with respect to technological innovation and ecosys-
tem resilience) to conservatism (being highly precautionary).
Three archetypes labeled individualist, hierarchist, and egalitar-
ian have commonly been used (Hofstetter 1998; Goedkoop
et al. 2009), but this is a convention and different numbers
of archetypes and alternative labels are possible. The benefit of
a perspective archetype approach is that it allows method users
to make several choices simultaneously, some of which may
be of a highly technical nature, simply by deciding which per-
spective archetype best represents the values of an assessment’s
stakeholders. However, only four of the identified normative
aspects fit neatly on an optimism/conservatism scale (bold in
Table 2). The remaining four modular aspects must therefore
be left explicitly for the user to handle.

Applications of the Framework

We demonstrate the framework’s applications by using it to
analyze and compare five selected AESA methods.

Analysis of Five AESA Methods

For the analysis, we selected five AESA methods that all
focus on the management of the release of reactive phospho-
rus and nitrogen to the environment: (1) the original plane-
tary boundary method for biogeochemical flows (phosphorus
and nitrogen) (Rockström et al. 2009); (2) the new planetary
boundary method for nitrogen (de Vries et al. 2013); (3) the
new planetary boundary method for phosphorus (Carpenter and
Bennett 2011); (4) the gray water footprint method for nitro-
gen and phosphorus (Liu et al. 2012); and (5) the gray water
footprint for nitrogen (Mekonnen and Hoekstra 2015).

Three of the AESA methods have been developed to sup-
port planetary boundaries science (de Rockström et al. 2009;
Carpenter and Bennett 2011; Vries et al. 2013). The method
of de Vries and colleagues (2013) covers four different types of
carrying capacities associated with reactive nitrogen, but only
the two carrying capacities related to terrestrial and aquatic eu-
trophication and acidification are considered here, to be con-
sistent with the focus of the other four AESA methods. The
two AESA methods related to phosphorus and nitrogen flows
that were developed in the second key publication on planetary
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Table 2 Normative aspects in the six choices of the AESA framework

Choice Normative aspect

1: Approach to setting system
boundaries?

� What production processes are an entity responsible for?

2: Environmental sustainability
objective?

� What should be protected to enable human well-being?

3: Quantification of carrying
capacity?

� How strictly should the environmental sustainability objective be interpreted?
� What parameter value should be used when knowledge of a natural system is

incomplete?

In the case of (close to) linear pressure/response relationship:
� What level of ecosystem degradation is acceptable?

4: Data collection approach? � What parameter value should be used when knowledge of an anthropogenic system
is incomplete?

� How to deal with multifunctional processes in the estimation of the environmental
pressure of an activity?

5: Allocation principle? � How to allocate carrying capacity to an assessed activity or production processes?

6: Aggregation? In comparative assessments of multiple activities:
� How to aggregate information about environmental pressures and carrying capacities

across space, time, and, potentially, different types of carrying capacities?

Note: The normative aspect of Choice 2 is underlined to indicate that it is of a nonmodular nature. Choices that can be covered in a perspective archetype
approach are in bold (see explanations in the text).

boundaries of Steffen and colleagues (2015) are not considered
here, because they are adaptations with minor refinement of
the AESA methods of Carpenter and Bennett (2011) and de
Vries and colleagues (2013), included here. The remaining two
AESA methods (Liu et al. 2012; Mekonnen and Hoekstra 2015)
have been developed in the water footprinting community as
gray water footprint methods.

The analysis of the five AESA methods is based on their
application to the recent global release of reactive phosphorus
and/or nitrogen, according to the methods’ documentation.
This common activity of analysis means that any difference
between assessment results logically must reflect different
handling of the six methodological choices (see Figure 1) by
the method developers. Note that the five AESA methods can
also be used to assess various activities at a subglobal level. For
example, the planetary boundaries–related methods have been
used to support decision making at a national scale (Nykvist
et al. 2013; Cole et al. 2014; Dao et al. 2018) and at the scale
of industrial sectors (Sandin et al. 2015; Roos et al. 2016).
Likewise, the gray water footprinting methods have been widely
used for decision support on different scales (Hoekstra et al.
2011). Table 3 shows the analysis of the five AESA methods
according to the six methodological choices. In cases where
method developers handled normative aspects in alternative
ways, these are in bold. Assessment results are summarized in the
last row.

The results, all based on the study of global anthropogenic
activities around the year 2000, differ substantially, both in
format and in numerical values. Also, the alternative ways of
handling normative aspects (see bold text in Table 3) result
in quite wide uncertainty intervals, especially in the cases of

work by Carpenter and Bennett (2011) and Liu and colleagues
(2012). The reason for differences in assessment results, within
and between methods, can be found in different handling of
choices 2, 3, 4, and 6 by the method developers. In contrast,
choices 1 and 5 are handled the same way in all five AESA
methods and therefore cannot explain differences in assess-
ment results. Moreover, given that all anthropogenic activities
globally are analyzed in the methods’ application studied here,
these two choices are actually not relevant. This is because,
for choice 1, taking a territorial approach leads to the exact
same system boundary as taking a consumption-based approach
and, for choice 5, allocation of carrying capacity to the assessed
aggregate of global activities is logically 100%.

The environmental sustainability objective (choice 2) of
Rockström and colleagues (2009) is the broadest, initially for-
mulated as “avoid unacceptable global environmental change,”
meaning protecting the Holocene state of the Earth system.
From this, two specific objectives were developed that refer
to environmental consequences from releasing nitrogen and
phosphorus, respectively (see Table 3). De Vries and colleagues
(2013) challenged the sustainability objective of Rockström
and colleagues (2009) by arguing that “nitrogen availability in
the Holocene was too limited to feed the current world pop-
ulation” but did not explicitly state a sustainability objective
on their own. Carpenter and Bennett (2011) complemented
the ocean-focused sustainability objective of Rockström and
colleagues (2009) by a sustainability objective focusing on eu-
trophication of freshwater bodies from the release of reactive
phosphorus. Liu and colleagues (2012) did not explicitly state
an objective, while Mekonnen and Hoekstra (2015) focused
broadly on “protection of aquatic life.”

Bjørn et al., ASEA Method Framework 9
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The chosen carrying capacity indicators (choice 3) vary from
the input of nitrogen as a resource (nitrogen fixed from the
atmosphere) to emissions of nitrogen and phosphorus to dif-
ferent environmental compartments (soil, freshwater, ocean,
and air). The two gray footprint indicators (Liu et al. 2012;
Mekonnen and Hoekstra 2015) express carrying capacity as
freshwater discharge that is used, in a virtual sense, as trans-
porter of released pollutants in critical concentrations. Some
AESA methods propose more than one carrying capacity indi-
cator, varying according to their position in an impact pathway
(Carpenter and Bennett 2011; de Vries et al. 2013) or according
to chemical forms of nitrogen and phosphorus (Liu et al. 2012).
While three AESA methods propose spatially resolved carry-
ing capacities, the methods of Carpenter and Bennett (2011)
and Rockström and colleagues (2009) propose global carrying
capacities. While Rockström and colleagues (2009) used tenta-
tive expert judgment to quantify the nitrogen-related carrying
capacity, all other methods relied on system- or environmen-
tal models for its quantification. The inputs to these models
were, in most cases, a critical aquatic concentration of nitro-
gen or phosphorus, which had been obtained from a review
of literature covering environmental science or policy targets
(as mentioned in the Introduction section, the latter is often
inspired by the former).

The approach to data collection (choice 4) was for the
method of Rockström and colleagues (2009), a literature re-
view of environmental pressures. The other AESA methods
estimated pressures for different economic sectors (agriculture,
wastewater treatment, etc.) by use of existing environmental
models, such as IMAGE (Bouwman et al. 2006), or by use of
models developed specifically for the AESA methods.

All three AESA methods that involve spatially resolved car-
rying capacities presented aggregations of pressures compared to
carrying capacity (assessment step III), in addition to disaggre-
gated results (choice 6). The aggregations across spatial units
were done by calculating the share of spatial units in which en-
vironmental pressure exceed carrying capacity (Liu et al. 2012),
by translating this number to a share of the global land area or
river discharge (Mekonnen and Hoekstra 2015) or by averag-
ing ratios of environmental pressure to carrying capacity, while
adjusting ratios below 1 to a value of 1 (de Vries et al. 2013).

Four Applications of Analysis

In the previous section, it was demonstrated that the AESA
framework can be used to systematically dissect AESA meth-
ods and differentiate them based on the six methodological
choices made by their developers. In this section, we pro-
pose four nonexhaustive applications for such an analysis (see
Figure 3).

The first application of the AESA framework is to contribute
to qualifying the scientific discussion. This happens when a
method developer uses the framework to communicate on a
new AESA method to the research community. Concretely,
the documentation of an AESA method, for example, in the
form of a scientific paper, could be structured according to the

six choices and four assessment steps of the framework (see
Figure 1 and Table 3). It is important to clearly communicate
all normative aspects, either handled by the method developer
or left for users to handle (see Table 2). This reduces the risk that
scientific peers overlook that there is actually normativity in-
volved, which could lead to (unintendedly) “presenting human
values as facts of nature” (Weidema and Brandão 2015). For
example, corporate sustainability reports were found to rarely
justify the choice of a given carrying capacity allocation prin-
ciple (Bjørn et al. 2017). This obscures the fact that corporate
environmental targets calculated using AESA methods are not
entirely “science-based,” albeit more so than existing corporate
target-setting practices. Among the five cases of AESA meth-
ods analyzed here, we observed that the handling of normative
aspects related to the environmental sustainability objective
(choice 2) was not always clearly communicated. Another use of
the framework, when communicating on a new AESA method
to scientific peers, is for the method developer to structure a
systematic sensitivity analysis. This can identify the method-
ological choices to which the results of the AESA method are
most sensitive, that is, those choices that can be seen as “low-
hanging fruits” in future efforts aimed at reducing uncertain-
ties of results. Among the five case AESA methods, Carpenter
and Bennett (2011) present the most comprehensive sensitiv-
ity analysis. They report environmental pressure and carrying
capacity values for all combinations of the three sets of norma-
tive options left for users to choose from (see Table 3) and also
report carrying capacity values for all combinations of pertur-
bations (± 5%) of six parameter values. From this analysis, it
can be seen that reducing the uncertainty of the critical aquatic
concentration of phosphorus (currently 24–160 mg/m3) should
be a focus for reducing uncertainties of assessment results.

The framework’s second application is for the developer of
a new AESA method to create instructions to potential users
of that method. Instructions should be given as to how to carry
out each of the four steps. This involves presenting to the user
the different options for handling normative aspects. When do-
ing so, method developers could consider using a perspective
archetype approach to group those options for handling norma-
tive aspects that can be located on an optimism/conservatism
scale (see Table 2). In the case of work by Liu and colleagues
(2012), for example, the options for choosing critical concen-
trations and natural concentrations of nitrogen and phospho-
rus compounds can be classified to a number of perspective
archetypes. By comparison, the normative aspects handled en-
tirely by the method developer should be explicitly explained.
Specifically regarding choice 2 on the environmental sustain-
ability objective, which is always made by the method devel-
oper, users must be informed of the potential risk of burden
shifting, which occurs if the chosen sustainability objective
precludes some environmental issues that are perceived as im-
portant to users. In such cases, users should be advised to com-
plement the AESA by a conventional LCA.

The third application of the framework is for a researcher to
identify improvement potentials of one or more existing AESA
methods and to communicate these to scientific peers. This
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Figure 3 Decision tree demonstrating four applications of the AESA framework.

may happen by using the framework to compare a group of
AESA methods, as was done in Table 3, to structure the iden-
tification of “state of the art” for the handling of choices of a
technical (i.e., nonnormative) nature. This identification may
then inspire the design of new AESA methods or the improve-
ment of existing methods. Technical choices relate to impact
assessment modeling, including the choice of an indicator for
carrying capacity and environmental pressure (choice 3), and
approaches to quantifying environmental pressures (choice 4).
It falls outside the scope of this paper to identify best practice
for all such choices among the AESA methods of Table 3. Yet
it can be noted that the quantification of emissions (choice
4) in the two gray water footprint methods (Liu et al. 2012;
Mekonnen and Hoekstra 2015) was based on well-established
environmental models covering many emission pathways and,
therefore, is likely to be superior to the more crude emission
estimations of Rockström and colleagues (2009) and Carpenter
and Bennett (2011). This observation is consistent with the
recommendation of Fang and colleagues (2015) to planetary
boundaries researchers of using approaches developed in the
LCA and footprinting communities when estimating environ-
mental pressures.

The AESA framework’s fourth application proposed here
is to provide guidance to potential users on how to select a
method among a pool of candidates. Such guidance should be
based on an analysis of a pool of method candidates with respect
to the six methodological choices, much like the analysis of
Table 3, but, potentially, using layman’s terms when appropriate
for the recipient. As in Table 3, the normative aspects that
method users can manage, through their choices between a
number of predefined options, should be highlighted. Such a
“dissection” of AESA methods can allow users to make an
informed choice regarding the method that best aligns with
their needs, including the values of the stakeholders of a planned
assessment.

In all of the four applications presented above, users of the
framework may adopt the neutral terminology used throughout

this paper. However, an alternative terminology may be more
suitable when the aim is to address scientific peers within a
specific field (see Table 1).

Outlook

Given the increasing interest from decision makers in
AESA, it is important that the method developers from dif-
ferent scientific fields can use a common language when com-
municating to each other as well as to potential users of their
methods. The framework developed in this paper contributes in
this direction and can thereby help to increase the transparency,
credibility, and robustness of AESA methods.

Our framework focuses on environmental sustainability. A
social aspect of sustainability is only present in the question
of how to allocate carrying capacity to different consumption
or production activities (choice 5). The “isolation” of environ-
mental sustainability from the sustainability concept is a helpful
form of reductionism for many analytical purposes. However, it
is also artificial and there is a risk of burden shifting if decisions
made in striving for environmental sustainability make the goal
of social sustainability (regardless of how that is understood)
harder to achieve. Therefore, a promising avenue of further
exploration is the deeper integration of social and environmen-
tal concerns in absolute sustainability assessment. This could
happen by linking in the assessment of an activity its social
impacts to what may be termed social sustainability objectives. For
example, a product life cycle’s impact on the income of various
stakeholders (e.g., employees at a manufacturing process) may
be linked to the first sustainable development goal (SDG) of
“no poverty” (UN 2015), as also argued in work by Schaubroeck
and Rugani (2017) and Weidema (2017). Conceptual frame-
works for combining absolute social sustainability assessment
(whether drawing on SDGs or other sets of social sustainability
objectives) and AESA have already been sketched out in work
by Griggs and colleagues (2013) and discussed in greater de-
tail in work by McElroy and van Engelen (2012) and Raworth
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(2017). The primary challenge at hand is then to develop as-
sessment methods that link social impacts (whether negative
or positive) of an assessed activity to social sustainability ob-
jectives. Such social sustainability assessment methods should
involve setting the same system boundaries around an activ-
ity as in an AESA, to allow integration of the two types of
assessments. The developments in social life cycle assessment
(Benoı̂t-Norris et al. 2011; Russo Garrido et al. 2018; Zanchi
et al. 2018), and its integration with (environmental) LCA in
life cycle sustainability assessment (Kloepffer 2008; Sala et al.
2012) may serve as inspiration for such an integrative approach
to absolute sustainability assessment.
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