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Judgments on relevance in sustainability assessments.
Expert judgments, best guess, and gut feeling

Prof. Armin Grunwald, Institute for Technology Assessment and
Systems Analysis (ITAS), Karlsruhe Institute of Technology (KIT)

Abstract
For assessing sustainability impacts of e.g. products, the boundaries of the system under consideration

must be determined in advance. This is usually done by applying arguments of relevance: relevant factors
are included, factors assumed to be not that relevant may be excluded. This is a familiar approach in
sustainability assessments, such as in LCA and related approaches. However, what is an argument of
relevance and how can we check their validity? Surprisingly, little attention is paid to these questions in
spite of the well-known fact that the choice of system boundaries heavily influences the assessment
results and that mistakenly neglecting relevant factors may corrupt the entire assessment study.
Therefore, | will address the issue of relevance from an epistemological point of view. What is the
meaning of relevance, how and how far can it be made measurable, and how is it used in argumentative
reasoning? Thereby, | hope to be able to enlighten this issue a bit.
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