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A Good 
Life for All 

Can humans live well 
without pillaging  

the planet? 

Many wealthy nations  achieve a range of 
social objectives that together can provide 
a good life for their people, as outlined by 
the United Nations Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals. But to do so, they exceed 
their share of the earth’s natural resources 
and surpass environmental impact limits 
needed to safeguard the planet, according 
to a recent study ( top right of main graph ). 
Less wealthy nations use resources more 
modestly and have lower im  pacts but 
meet fewer of the social goals ( bottom left 
of main graph ). The solution: “Wealthy 
nations can consume less, with no loss in 
quality of life,” says study leader Daniel W. 
O’Neill of the University of Leeds in Eng-
land. That would free up resources for less 
wealthy nations to improve lives ( circular 
charts ) while still keeping within safe en-
vironmental boundaries. 

Satisfaction vs. Cost
Countries that move toward the  
upper left quadrant of this graph  
can achieve the social goals 
associated with a satisfactory life 
while reducing factors that impact 
the earth, such as per capita 
energy, water, land and materials 
use, and carbon dioxide emissions. 

Vietnam crosses only one of  
seven environmental limits, 
mostly because of low resource 
consumption per person, yet it 

meets six of 11 social goals.
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