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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

STAR  (Sustainability  Tools  for  Assessing  and  Rating  system),  is a ‘cutting  edge’  program  that  accounts
for  historical  critiques  of  sustainability  indicators,  by responding  to stakeholder  demands  for  legitimacy,
salience  and  credibility.  Data  from  37  interviews  with  urban  planners  and  sustainability  directors,  illus-
trate  that this  sophistication  largely  accounts  for why  over  80 US  communities  and  cities  have  opted to
become  members  of STAR.  The  research,  however,  also uncovered  a double  edge:  it is  this  sophistication
that  has  also  made  STAR  resource  intensive  and  demanding  of political  support  within  municipal  govern-
ments.  High  labor  and  resource  demands  make  engagement  difficult  for some  cities.  Without  substantial
political  support,  STAR  can  be  a  tough  sell  to municipal  administrations.  Thus,  feasibility  needs  to also  be
considered  a factor  in indicator  relevance,  usability,  and  in influence.  There  are,  however,  likely trade-offs
between  feasibility  on the  one  hand,  and  legitimacy,  salience  and  credibility  on  the  other.
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1. Introduction

Indicators have been taken increasingly seriously as integral
parts of urban and sustainability governance over the past decades.
The number of indicator sets in existence has exploded (Riley,
2001), from only a few in 1980 to hundreds by 2010. They address
sustainability at increased scales, with increased scope, focusing
not only on buildings and the built environment, but communities
and cities (Berardi, 2013), and the social, economic and environ-
mental policies and initiatives that characterize them (Turcu, 2013).
Against the backdrop of growing interest in sustainability indica-
tors (SIs), debates have surfaced about how (and if) sustainability
can be defined and measured (Bell and Morse, 2008; Blanco, 2012),
what such measurements actually tell us, and who should be in
charge of determining the methods and meaning. These debates
have been distilled into issues of legitimacy, salience, and credibil-
ity. While developing, implementing and measuring early indicator
sets was mainly the domain of ‘experts’ and ‘expert’ claims, this
has become challenged by the ‘participatory turn’ in policy and
planning, characterized by a growing appreciation and valoriza-
tion of ‘local’ knowledge, and the inclusion of a greater range of
stakeholders. At the same time, sustainable development has been
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compellingly criticized for focusing concerns of economic growth
or narrowly defined “environmental” concerns at the expense of
social equity and environmental justice (Desfor and Keil, 2004;
Gibbs and Krueger, 2011; ICLEI, 2011; Krueger and Agyeman,
2005).

This paper examines the role of such debates in shaping cities’
engagements with sustainability indicator sets, and argues that the
development of ‘cutting edge’ programs can lead to a ‘double edge’,
in that such programs can become less accessible to a wide range
of cities and communities. The research was conducted on a new
sustainability indicator program called STAR communities (Sus-
tainability Tools for Assessing and Rating communities, hereafter
referred to as STAR). Developed for application mainly in US cities
and communities, STAR involves an extensive set of indicators on
which member-cities are expected to report, that define and mea-
sure sustainability. Once communities have achieved a minimum
level of ‘points’, based on indicator data that they collect and submit
to STAR headquarters, they become certified as a 3, 4 or 5 ‘star com-
munity’. This paper begins by briefly reviewing the cutting edge in
sustainability indicators research, which has shifted debates from
considering the quality of indicator sets to more constructionist
approaches that consider how they are assessed by policy makers
and policy publics. It proceeds by describing STAR and outlining the
methods used for this research. The research findings are then pre-
sented. The final section concludes with implications for the future
of STAR communities and sustainability indicators more generally.
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2. Cutting edge (indicators) knowledge systems for
sustainability: legitimacy, credibility and salience

With the growing pervasiveness of SI sets and programs in pub-
lic policy, epistemological tensions have emerged around what
indicators tell us, and how and by whom they are best developed.
These tensions inform approaches that place different emphases
on technical, participatory and governance dimensions of indica-
tors (Holman, 2009; Moreno-Pires and Fidelis, 2012). Early work
emphasized the technical and posited indicators, at least ideally, as
objective policy ‘instruments’ (Holman, 2009) that speak truth to
power within a linear model of policy science, taking information
as a neutral input in policy processes. Indicators were considered
as mechanisms through which knowledge about society and the
environment could be accurately interpreted and simplified (Tasser
et al., 2008) for policy makers. Though long challenged by social
science critique (Elgert, 2013; Innes and Booher, 2000; Turnhout
et al., 2007), this view persists today, often expressed in ‘medical-
ized’ language of ‘diagnosis’ and ‘treatment’ (Holman, 2009). For
example, Maureen Hart, a widely known US practitioner and author
advises that, “A good indicator alerts you to a problem before it gets
too bad and helps you recognize what needs to be done to fix the
problem” (Hart, 2015). These approaches often focus attention on
the design of indicators themselves and their scientific credibility,
for “setting targets and then ‘measuring’ the distance to a target
to get the appropriate information on the current state or trend”
(Moldan et al., 2012). Such thinking about indicators pays little
attention to the process of indicator development and deployment
(Innes and Booher, 2000), focusing rather, on “the ideal of indica-
tors as pure technocratic information that will naturally facilitate
and feed into policy-making” (Holman, 2009, 368).

But, “the end is near for the age of indicators crafted in labo-
ratories shielded by password protected spreadsheets and cryptic
formulae” (Holden, 2013, 89), as indicators are increasingly under-
stood as normative conceptual and political tools – not perfected
by science and used by policy makers – but formulated and nego-
tiated at the boundary between knowledge and policy (Bauler,
2012; Turnhout et al., 2007). The goal of indicators has become
less focused on providing a precise and accurate snapshot of the
state of things, and more focused on ‘influencing the evolution of
social responses to public issues’ (Cash et al., 2003). While these
are not mutually exclusive goals, the emphasis on policy rele-
vance (Hak et al., 2012), usability (Bauler, 2012), and influence
(Sébastien and Bauler, 2013) draws on more conceptually nuanced
and relational concepts that include the legitimacy of indicator
development processes, the salience of indicators with regards to
everyday, perceived public problems and policy issues, and the
trustworthiness and credibility of the scientific and technical bases
of the indicator (Cash et al., 2003; Ciegis et al., 2015; Parris and
Kates, 2003). The role of such characteristics in determining the
usability and influence of indicators in actual policy issues high-
lights the importance of perceptions and judgements of policy
actors, which goes far beyond the “intrinsic, objective qualities of
indicators” (Bauler, 2012, 40). The role and potential role of indi-
cators in policy, is not explained by analyzing the indicators alone,
but rather, as coproduced with their contexts and publics.

The increasing role of non-state actors in governance has
prompted concern about the legitimacy of policy and policy instru-
ments such as indicators (Hezri and Dovers, 2006): ‘the perception
that the production of information and technology has been
respectful of stakeholders’ divergent values and beliefs, unbiased
in its conduct and fair in its treatment of opposing views and inter-
ests’ (Cash et al., 2003, 8086). For example, the capture of policy
processe by business, or other special interests, can easily relegate
environmental rules and standards to ‘greenwashing’ (Elgert, 2011,
2012; Schouten and Glasbergen, 2011; Silva-Castañeda, 2012). In

the development of the ‘Sustainable Seattle’ indicators, one author
recalls that it was so important that none of the thematic areas
of culture, economy and environment be preemptively allowed to
co-opt discussions, that they were “listed in alphabetical order. This
assured participants that the effort would not have too much of a
‘slant’ in any one of those directions” (Atkisson, 1996, 338).

Legitimacy is a particular concern for initiatives that are
privately developed (Biermann and Gupta, 2011; Cashore and
Bernstein, 2004; Schouten and Glasbergen, 2011), and imple-
mented on a volunteer basis (Cashore, 2002). Under such
conditions, traditional notions of electoral democracy are insuf-
ficient and inappropriate for assessing legitimacy (Fuchs et al.,
2011, 353). Deliberative theorists would argue that this is not only
because private entities are not publicly elected, therefore lacking
accountability, but also because deeper engagement and communi-
cation between stakeholders must occur for a legitimate outcome
to be possible (Dryzek, 2001). Legitimate outcomes, particularly
those such as sustainability, with high ‘decision stakes’ and ‘high
levels of uncertainty’, must include all interested publics (stake-
holders), involve ‘extended facts’ (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1994;
Funtowicz et al., 1998), and be debated on fair and open terms.
These ideas provided impetus for the now well-documented ‘par-
ticipatory turn’ in environmental and sustainability policy studies
(Bäckstrand, 2003).

The participatory turn occasioned a rethinking of the dominant
role of experts in the development of indicators and fomented
an increasing reliance on roundtables, forums, working groups,
and other methods of securing broad-based, public participation
(Auld and Gulbrandsen, 2010; Fuchs et al., 2011; Klintman, 2009).
Such attempts have been roundly criticized for lacking true demo-
cratic potential, and for being laden with tokenism (Cooke and
Kothari, 2001). Participatory methods have also raised legitimacy
problems for indicator sets that cast too wide a net, moving away
from the local, to international settings, increasing “perceptions
that decision-making processes are ‘insufficiently democratic”’
(Bernstein, 2004, 139). Despite these criticisms, the indicators liter-
ature has burgeoned with visions of ‘community-based indicators’
(Nurick and Johnson, 1998; Rydin, 2007) and ‘participatory indi-
cators’ (Bell and Morse, 2004; Rosenström and Kyllönen, 2007).
Proponents suggest that participation by a wide range of stake-
holders can produce indicators that are representative of diverse
local aspirations, more rigorous and holistic, and relatively easy for
communities to interpret (Reed et al., 2006).

Salient indicators provide ‘relevant information responding to
people’s concerns’ (Hak et al., 2012), including concerns of deci-
sion makers (Cash et al., 2003), practitioners, and the public (Hak
et al., 2012). In the realm of sustainability, these concerns have
expanded from narrow issues of environmental and economic sus-
tainability, to include dimensions of equity and environmental
justice. Much of the critique of sustainability has noted that while
the thematic ‘pillars’ of sustainability are often depicted as equal
in stature and importance, trade-offs between economic, environ-
mental and social dimensions of sustainability are almost always
negotiated in sustainability debates (Campbell, 1996; Greenberg,
2013). Furthermore, early sustainability discourses were simplistic
and depoliticized, highlighting human needs and limits to growth,
but avoiding deeper issues of how, and by whom, needs and limits
are defined and distributed. In the decades since the Brundtland
Commission, research has increasingly illustrated how issues of
sustainability and impacts of sustainable development are uneven,
complex, political and contested (Boehmer-Christiansen, 2002;
Elgert, 2009; Jonas et al., 2005). Numerous iterations of sustaina-
bility have grown out of dissatisfaction with the vague (and to some,
meaningless), marketized, neo-colonial (Banerjee, 2003) interpre-
tations of sustainability and have given rise to a bulky literature,
much of it critical of the conventional sustainability discourses.
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