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ABSTRACT 

Introduction: Urban social sustainability is about people’s quality of life, now and in the future. 
It is enhanced by development, which provides the right infrastructure to support a strong 
social and cultural life, opportunities for people to get involved, and scope for the place and 
the community to evolve. The present descriptive paper, based on a theory-oriented 
explanatory study, tries to comprehend the notion of 'Urban Social Sustainability' and identify 
its quantifiable features. Methodology: With the help of the ‘desk research’ methodology, the 
present empirical theory-oriented descriptive study aims to present the perspective 
(abstraction and interpretation) of ‘Urban Social Sustainability’ and its measurable aspects. 
To get insight into the objectives, the ‘desk research’ methodology has been used in this 
study. The study essentially involves the collection and collation of related information from 
various resources. Several documents, ranging from scholarly literature to government 
reports and pertinent acts (state and/or central), have been reviewed. Result: There are 
influences from some external factors on the dynamic process of Urban Social Sustainability 
on regional and spatial scales, including service provision by local government and local 
economic, environmental, and political aspects at a broader scale. Conclusion: The present 
paper figures out the measurable aspects of Urban Social Sustainability and finds out the 
linkages between them. The "Common Accredited Indicators" are principally categorised into 
two groups: (a) indicators of equality in social infrastructure (basic amenities and social 
infrastructure) and (b) indicators of community sustainability. 

Keywords: Sustainable Development; Urbanisation; Urban Social Sustainability; Social 
Infrastructure; Basic Amenities 

Introduction 

In "An Essay on the Principle of Population", Malthus (1986), a renowned political economist, 
questioned whether there were enough natural resources to support the growing population 
since subsistence can only increase in an arithmetic progression, while a geometric 
progression of population growth is more likely. The fundamental principles of 
environmentalism were discussed by Malthus (1986). Until quite recently, human civilization 
was only interested in "efficient resource consumption" and not in "efficient resource 
allocation", which, in essence, disregarded the idea of resource exhaustion and instead 
caused resource shortages and pollution (Freeman, 1973). The limited availability of non-
renewable natural resources is simply distressing for long-term economic progress. 
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Strong economic bases supported by infrastructural facilities, good governance, and a 
profound socio-cultural inheritance are essential for urban settlements to exist and to remain 
inhabited. Now one indispensable question arises: whether urban development is also 
"Socially Sustainable"? Does this urban development retain objectivity when it comes to 
concerns like access to jobs, housing, and fundamental requirements like health and 
education, as well as other social infrastructures like transportation inside the urban area? 
Do the features of the environment get proper consideration through this? Will the future 
generation get a well-brought-up, liveable society?    
Methodology 
The present descriptive paper, based on a theory-oriented explanatory study, tries to 
comprehend the notion of "Urban Social Sustainability" and identify its quantifiable features. 
The present paper also tries to identify the ‘Common Accredited Indicators’ for measuring 
urban social sustainability. 

To get insight into the objectives, the ‘desk research’ methodology has been used in this 
study. The study is an empirical theory-oriented descriptive study with the aim of presenting 
the perspective (abstraction and interpretation) of ‘Urban Social Sustainability’ and its 
measurable aspects. This essentially involves the collection and collation of related 
information from various resources. Several documents, ranging from scholarly literature to 
government reports and pertinent acts (state and/or central) have been reviewed. 
Results and Discussion 
Notion of Sustainable Development 
In 1972, Meadows et al., with a team of researchers at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, studied the relations among five fundamental key elements that influence the 
level of growth, which include: a) population; b) structural change in agricultural output; c) 
decrease in availability of non-renewable resources; d) industrial production; and e) pollution 
generation. 

In "The Limits to Growth", the World3 model's five main parts are connected by feedback 
loops and other connections (Figure 1). As more people are born and more goods and 
services are generated by more equipment, the population and capital sectors create self-
reinforcing feedback loops. 

Source: Hayes (2012) 

Figure 1: Five Major Aspects of the "World 3" Model's Major Trails 
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The World-3 Model's output aims to identify the status of important variables from 1900 to 
2100. The benchmark scenario, as depicted in Figure 2, is based on the researchers' best 
estimate of the prime condition. Throughout the 20th century, the populace and additional 
economic activities (such as service output, industrial output, nutrition per capita, etc.) rose 
or at least stabilised; however, around the middle of the 21st century, they tended to collapse 
due to the rapid depletion of non-renewable resources. The situation will unquestionably get 
worse as pollution-related issues become more prevalent (Meadows et al., 1972; Hayes, 
2012). The World 3 model's underlying advice is that we ought to choose policies that will 
ensure population stabilisation, efficient use of limited resources, recycling, a minimal level of 
ecological instability, and maximum sustainability in order to prevent misfortune and provide 
for the highest level of its members' satisfaction (Goldsmith, 1972). 

Source: Hayes (2012)

Figure 2: World 3 Model - A Probable State of Major Variables between 1900 and 2100 

The report by the UN's "Global Commission on Environment and Development", led by Gro 
Harlem Brundtland, entitled "Our Common Future" proposed the most widely acclaimed and 
acknowledged definition of "sustainable development" as "development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs 
…Thus, the goals of economic and social development must be defined in terms of 
sustainability in all countries - developed or developing, market-oriented or centrally planned." 
(WCED, 1987). 
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Urban Sustainability and Its Dimensions 

The notion of "sustainable development" also calls for applying the idea of sustainability to 
the contemporary problem of revitalising, redeveloping, and reforming the accelerating 
process of urbanisation. According to Dempsey et al. (2011), the economic, social, and 
environmental aspects of development have become increasingly dependent on urban 
population growth and rapid urbanisation, making urban planning essential to achieving 
sustainability (Yung, Chan, & Xu, 2011). 

The concept of "sustainable development," as it is described in Agenda 21, includes two main 
components: the environmental aspect, as well as the social and economic dimensions (i.e., 
resource management and conservation for development) (Hirano, 2003). As a result, the 
concept of "sustainable development" is founded on three main opinions: (a) economic 
sustainability; (b) social sustainability; and (c) environmental sustainability. Economic 
sustainability refers to the best case scenario wherein sustained economic progress will 
"trickle down" to the poor through effective resource allocation through the market, production 
processes, and consumption with little negative impact on the natural, social, and human 
resources. Social sustainability includes the ideas of equality, being empowered, mobility, 
involvement, collaboration, social and cultural identity, and stability in institutions. 
Environmental sustainability says that in order to reduce pollution, adequate waste 
management techniques must be utilised and that the important minimum threshold should 
not be surpassed when harvesting natural resources where they cannot be replenished 
(Basiago, 1998; Khan, 1995; Hirano, 2003). 

This suggests further, at least conceptually, that the concept of "sustainable development" 
for a "sustainable urban society" calls for an integrative interrelationship between equality, 
the economy, and the environment. An improvement in local economic conditions may lead 
to more opportunities for capital accumulation, which might subsequently be used for 
additional savings and consumption geared towards eradicating poverty and achieving 
societal equality. This equality in society serves as inspiration for higher living standards, 
education, health, food access, and environmental awareness, all of which are crucial for 
developing the necessary level of collective intelligence for production-related inventions and 
innovations, among other things, to preserve productivity and safeguard the environment 
(Basiago, 1998). Only by effectively integrating the economic, social, and environmental 
aspects - also known as profit, people, and planet - can the path to sustainable development 
be found. 

The "institutional component", whether it's a public institution, a private institution, or a joint 
venture between the two, can be imagined in addition to these three dimensions and is vital 
for urban social sustainability (Sengupta & Baranwal, 2012) (Figure 3). Other aspects of urban 
sustainability, including the political, legal, practical, ethical, and other elements, are also 
discussed by certain academics (Pawłowski, 2008). 
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Source: Sengupta & Baranwal (2012) 

Figure 3: Urban Social Sustainability in its Different Aspects 

Defining Urban Social Sustainability 

In the academic literature and among decision-makers, the environmental and economic 
components of the sustainability paradigm have received the most attention (Drakakis-Smith, 
1995). There could be two causes for the unbalanced priority of the sustainability 
components. Firstly, the 1960s' burgeoning environmental movement and the international 
campaigns for "basic needs" of the 1970s collectively contributed to the development of the 
idea of sustainable development; Secondly, according to Colantonio (2008), in "Traditional 
and Emerging Prospects in Social Sustainability", evaluation of many social development's 
intangible and non-quantifiable features is fraught with measurement quandaries. Only since 
the 1990s have social factors in sustainability been taken into account (Colantonio, 2007). 

A counterargument exists, and it is called the "Brown Agenda" trying to draw attention to the 
environmental and developmental issues faced by the developing nations. This is also an 
effort to theoretically discuss the various viewpoints on global "green" environmental 
problems and the problems particularly faced by urban areas. The 'Brown Agenda' makes 
brief note of the problems with access to clean water, proper sanitization, and drainage, due 
to the inappropriate management of dangerous solid waste and with air pollution, which 
includes unchecked emissions from companies, cars, and low-grade domestic fuels. This 
makes it clear why an urban focus is justified. According to the "Brown Agenda", linked 
economic growth and the building of "social capital" are the best ways to control the growing 
environmental degradation. It has been noted that the majority of severe environmental 
degradation typically occurs in regions with high poverty and weak social cohesion. 
Therefore, it is predicted that boosting social capital through development will surely produce 
an improved environment. (McKenzie, 2004; Agarwal & Narain, 1992; Geography, n.d). 

"The Western Australian Council of Social Services" (WACOSS) proposed two social 
sustainability models that demonstrate the linkages between sustainability's social, 
economic, and environmental aspects. Three interacting spheres are present in the first 
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model, and according to some, the power of the environmental realm determines how well 
the "economic" and "social" elements function. Here, social issues are viewed as simply a 
mechanism for sustainability and are separated from discussions of actual issues 
(Ghahramanpouri, Lamit, & Sedaghatnia, 2013). According to this approach, the idea of 
sustainability has been de-socialized and the environmental components have been given 
normative weight (Maloutas, 2003; Davidson, 2009). 

The second social sustainability model identifies the decisive role of social characteristics. 
This approach proposes three 'overlapping circles' that claim all three facets of sustainability 
have comparable outcomes (McKenzie, 2004; WACOSS, n.d.) (Figure 4). This concept re-
socialized the idea of sustainable development by viewing sustainability in society as a goal 
as opposed to a tool (Maloutas, 2003). 

Source: The Model of Social Sustainability, WACOSS (Western Australian Council of Social Services)

Figure 4: Two Models Illustrating How the Environmental, Social, and Economic Aspects of 
Sustainability Are Interconnected 

Spangenberg and Omann (2006) put forward that the notion of sustainability is to be 
envisioned within an analytical space with four dimensions, where there are two separate 
axes, the economic and the environmental, whereas the ‘social dimension’ is divided into two 
additional axes of ‘soft infrastructures’, which are ‘the human’ (system, capital, domain) and 
‘the societal’ aspects (capital stock, community capacity, community system analysis). 
Spangenberg and Omann (2006) also suggest that there are at least three different types of 
analytical methods to decide whether the axes of social sustainability are to be analysed 
separately or in conjunction (Spangenberg & Omann, 2006). The approaches are namely: (a) 
Functionality Analysis Approach: The functional analysis paradigm dominates discussions of 
social sustainability's definitions, dimensions, and measurement in studies of rural, urban, 
and community sustainability; (b) Capital Approach: This is a financial consideration based 
on the idea of social capital stocks. Spangenberg and Omann (2006) suggest that the notion 
‘social capital stock’ is not helpful enough as a general criteria of social sustainability; the 
justification is that because it is grounded in economic theory, it is unable to distinguish 
qualitatively between the various difficulties that are used to explain the substance of social 
sustainability (Spangenberg & Omann, 2006); and (c) System Analysis Approach, this view 
suggests that if each domain is to sustain itself as a system of social sustainability, then each 
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domain must be able to reproduce itself (Bossel, 2000). For each of these reproductive 
processes, there are almost universally essential intrinsic social, economic, institutional, and 
environmental requirements of sustenance (Spangenberg & Omann, 2006). 

This concept has received numerous definitions that have been utilised in relation to 
discussions on urban issues contextualised by different authors and academics, taking into 
account the elements and techniques of social sustainability (Ghahramanpouri, Lamit, & 
Sedaghatnia, 2013). According to McKenzie (2004), the combination of these diverse 
explanations of social sustainability collectively represents either the circumstances or the 
guiding principles and framework for measurement. 

Ghahramanpouri, Lamit and Sedaghatnia (2013) have provided an organized array of 
definitions of social sustainability inside urban studies from both academic and policy 
perspectives, which are most cited in the literature. They group the various definitions into 
three major strata, (a) Definition of Conditions, (b) Definitions of Measurement Framework 
and (c) Attributes of Social Sustainability Definitions (Table 1). 

Table 1: Definitions of Urban Social Sustainability 
Definition of Conditions: these definitions focusing more on the ‘conditions’, typically explains the notion of 
“‘social sustainability’ either as a currently existing positive condition, or as a goal that remains to be achieved” 
(McKenzie, 2004). 

Author Defining the Social Sustainability 

Yuftachel 
and 
Hedgecock 

“Continuing ability of a city to function as a long-term viable setting for human interaction, 
communication and cultural development.” 

When defining social sustainability, they place emphasis on an urban perspective by stating that 
“urban social sustainability is about the long -term survival of a viable urban social unit.” (Yiftachel 
& Hedgcock, 1993) 

Polèse and 
Stren 

Social sustainability of a city is defined as “...development (and/or growth) that is compatible with 
harmonious evolution of civil society, fostering an environment conducive to the compatible 
cohabitation of culturally and socially diverse groups... [and] encouraging social integration, with 
improvements in the quality of life for all segments of the population.” 

Polèse & Stren (2020) put a focus on reducing the level of exclusion from the society by means of 
their definitions. They suggest that to achieve social sustainability such policy framing is required 
which shall reduce the level of social exclusion through employment generation, better and 
improved service delivery to the public, enhanced service accessibility, social cohesion and 
participation (Polèse & Stren, 2000). 

Definition Of Measurement Framework: These definitions making use of the measurement frameworks try to 
suggest a number of social sustainability metrics. Dempsey et al. (2011) and McKenzie (2004) opine that “though 
these indicators can be either positive (e.g., rate of literacy) or negative (e.g., the rate of homicide), the positive 
indicators are mostly used by scholars while defining social sustainability through the measurement framework” 
(McKenzie, 2004; Bramley et al., 2009). 

Author Social Sustainability Definition 

Bramley, 
Dempsey, 
Power, 
Brown, 
Watkins 

“’Social equity’ (access to services, facilities and opportunities) and ‘sustainability of the 
community’ are two recognizable, overarching concepts at the core of the notion of social 
sustainability within an area context…  though these concepts may look upon as conceptually 
distinct but often strong relationships between them is observed)” (Bramley et al., 2009). 

89Sustainable Roadmap Development Strategies in India: Paving the Way for a Better Future

Urban Social Sustainability: The Notion and the Measurable Aspects



Andrea 
Colantonio 

“Traditional ‘hard’ social sustainability themes such as employment and poverty alleviation are 
increasingly being complemented or replaced by the emerging ‘soft’ and less measurable concepts 
such as ‘happiness, social mixing and sense of place’, i.e., there is a shift from almost statistics-
based indicators to hybrid sets which mix qualitative and quantitative data” (Colantonio, 2010) 

Attributes of Social Sustainability Definitions: Partridge (2005) notes that “‘Future focus’ and ‘process’ are 
the two most vital attributes in preciseness and usefulness of urban social sustainability discussions” (Partridge, 
2005). “Future focus refers to the improvement of the society for current and future generations (Castillo et al., 
2007) while the ‘process’, supported by policies and institutions ensure harmonious social relations, enhance 
social integration and improve living conditions for all groups within the society’” (Holden, 2012). 

McKenzie (2004) considers the “‘future aspect’ (time concern) in relation to considering ‘equity’ and ‘transmitting 
awareness’ for future generation and ‘the process’ through emphasizing ‘a system of cultural relations, 
participation of citizens, a system for transmitting awareness’ and ‘maintaining that system of transmission’ ”. 

Author Social Sustainability Definition 

Barron and 
Gauntlett 

“Social sustainability occurs when formal and informal processes, systems, structures and 
relationships actively support the capacity of future generations to create healthy and liveable 
communities. Socially sustainable communities are equitable, diverse, connected and democratic 
and provide a good quality of life” (Barron & Gauntlett, 2002). 

McKenzie “Social sustainability is a life-enhancing condition within communities, and a process within 
communities that can achieve that condition” (McKenzie, 2004). 

Source: Ghahramanpouri, Lamit & Sedaghatnia (2013)

In terms of the types of social sustainability themes, particularly in urban contexts, the 
definitions of social sustainability point to a "paradigm shift." The assessment process has 
changed as a result of this modification. (Neamţu, 2012). Colantonio (2010) asserts that 
indicators that are "almost statistics-based" are being replaced by hybrid sets that incorporate 
both qualitative and quantitative data. Also, the techniques of assessment are changing from 
being exclusively "quantitative procedures and metrics" to more "qualitative ones." (Neamţu, 
2012). Table 2 depicts some of the important traditional and emerging themes as suggested 
by Colantonio (2011). 

Table 2: Social Sustainability Themes 
Traditional Emerging 

Basic needs – housing and environmental 
health 

Changing demographics due to migration, ageing, 
and mobility 

Education and skills Social interaction and unity 

Employment Identity, sense of pride for place and culture 

Equity Access, involvement, and empowerment 

Human rights and gender Health and safety 

Social justice Social capital, health, contentment/happiness, and 
overall quality of life 

Source: Colantonio (2011) 

Moreover, as Dempsey et al. (2011) suggest, dimensions like (i) social interaction and social 
networks in the community; (ii) participation in collective groups and networks in the 
community; (iii) community stability; (iv) pride and sense of place; and safety and security are 
to be considered while measuring social sustainability within urban vicinity. And this 
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exemplifies again an alteration from "individual perception" towards the perception of 
‘collectively / community’ (Bramley et al., 2009; Neamţu, 2012). 

Neamţu (2012) suggests that such paradigm shift of  urban social sustainability is not being 
neglected by the government or the policy makers and researchers (Neamţu, 2012) as he 
mentions that some authors like Ormerod and Johns (2007) questions the capacity and 
willingness of governments to accomplish social goals (for instance, the use of the concept 
of ‘gross national happiness’ as the basis for policy making by the Kingdom of Bhutan 
which  have, however, resulted in morally questionable outcomes) (Ormerod & Johns, 2007) 
and author like Layard (2007) who argues that many governments, without systematic 
explanation and/or efficient measuring methodology, are trying to achieve such objectives 
from a long period’ (Layard, 2007; Neamţu, 2012). 

Being a ‘dynamic concept’, social sustainability adjusts "over time (from year to year or 
decade to decade) in a place". According to Dempsey et al. (2011), there are a variety of 
externalities that can affect the procedure on both local and spatial scales, such as improved 
service delivery at the local government level, which may promote social consistency (positive 
factors); economic, environmental, and political crises at the local level may have an impact 
on broader social activity (Bramley et al., 2009). 

Similarly, the notion of "Urban Social Sustainability" is a procedure in which a variety of issues 
control the quality of life and build up the community of an urban area. Taking into account all 
aspects of social sustainability, the concept of urban social sustainability can be defined in 
accordance with the definition of Woodcraft and Dixon (2013): "Social sustainability [is] about 
people’s quality of life, now and in the future. Social sustainability describes the extent to 
which a neighborhood supports individual and collective well-being. It combines the design 
of the physical environment with a focus on how the people who live in and use a space relate 
to each other and function as a community. It is enhanced by development, which provides 
the right infrastructure to support a strong social and cultural life, opportunities for people to 
get involved, and scope for the place and the community to evolve." (Woodcraft & Dixon, 
2013; Bacon et al., 2012). 

Measuring Urban Social Sustainability 

Measurable Dimensions and Themes 

According to Dempsey et al. (2011), the various components that contribute to urban social 
sustainability and are entangled with different scales (such as Social consistency and national 
scale are related, activity and places on a local and spatial scale have connections with social 
interaction and local environmental quality), can be divided into two main categories of causal 
notions: Social Equity and Sustainability of Community. Table 3, on the basis of the opinion 
of Bramley et al. (2009), tries to summarize the measurable aspects / dimensions of these 
broad concepts and outline the suggested connections between them and the built 
environment in relation to urban social sustainability (Bramley et al., 2009).  
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Table 3: Relationship between Measurable Aspects of “Urban Social Sustainability” 
and the Built Environment 

Two Broad underlying perceptions of the contributory factors of “Urban Social Sustainability” 

So
ci

al
 E

qu
ity

 

Social equality and social and environmental inclusion are linked in urban context. An equitable society is 

one in which people are not prevented from engaging economically, socially, or politically in society by 

"exclusionary" or discriminatory practices.  

Theoretical Foundation: 

This notion possesses a foundation in 

 justice in society,

 distributive justice, often known as "fairness in the allocation of

resources," and

 condition for equality

Measurable Aspects / 

Dimensions: 

"Accessibility is commonly cited as a fundamental measure of Social Equity. 

Aspects requires equitable access are education and training, decent 

housing, public services, (social) infrastructure, green space, culture and 

recreation.”  

Apart from these, 'local' services and facilities of an urban area which have 

impact on urban social sustainability; 

Hospitals, Secondary Schools etc. are considered as more regional 

facilities as they generally cover larger catchment area.   

Associations between built-

environment attributes and 

dimensions: 

Some of these elements have an obvious relationship with the built 

environment, either in relation to the supply of facilities and services or in 

terms of how to get to them. (as in, public transportation).  

Others are connected in a more indirect way. For instance, the real 

structure's condition may impact one's ability to acquire quality housing, but 

it also depends on the level of service offered by the local authority or 

housing association in question. 

Su
st

ai
na

bi
lit

y 
O

f 
C

om
m

un
ity

 

This is about the “ability of society itself, or its manifestation as local community, to sustain and reproduce 

itself at an acceptable level of functioning. Social interaction and the general stability of the society are 

essential for community sustainability”. 

Theoretical Foundation: 

The terms "social capital" and "social cohesiveness" are used to describe 

this, which includes social networks, reciprocity standards, characteristics 

of social organisation, and the integration of subsequent social behaviour. 

92 Sustainable Roadmap Development Strategies in India: Paving the Way for a Better Future

Urban Social Sustainability: The Notion and the Measurable Aspects



Two Broad underlying perceptions of the contributory factors of “Urban Social Sustainability” 

Measurable Aspects / 

Dimensions: 

At the neighbourhood five distinct, connected, and measurably important 

characteristics of a sustainable community can be identified 

 Social Networks and Interaction in the Community:

 Participation In Collective Groups And Community Networks:

 A stable community:

 Sense of pride for Place and culture:

 Security and Safety:

Associations between the 

dimensions and features of 

the built environment: 

 At a neighbourhood scale, these dimensions are acceptable and

meaningful notions since they relate to communal aspects of daily life.

They have been linked to certain elements of the built environment,

including:

 “Social Interaction/Social Networks In The Community:

 Participation In Collective Groups and Networks In The Community:

 Community Stability:

 Pride/Sense of Place

 Safety and Security”

Source: Bramley et al. (2009)

The Young Foundation has developed a framework containing four elements that are 
essential for urban social sustainability, i.e., to shape new urban communities that will 
eventually be prosperous and durable (Figure 5 & 6). The framework contains: 

i. “Amenities and Social Infrastructure
ii. Social and Cultural Life
iii. Voice and Influence
iv. Space to Grow / Change in the Neighbourhood”

The opinions of Bramley et al. (2009) and the Young Foundation suggest, although 
independently, some common indicators of the quantifiable dimensions / aspects of the 
"Urban Social Sustainability". The common suggestive indicators are illustrated in Table 4. 
This framework, integrated with the public policy of governments, local institutions, other 
public agencies, and the private sector as well, shall help to understand the social needs and 
potential problems, which in turn shall suggest ways to improve the social supports and 
services to facilitate and empower society.   
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Source: Woodcraft, Hackett, & Caistor-Arendar (2011) 

Figure 5 : Framework for Urban Socially Sustainability 

Source: Woodcraft et al., (2012); Woodcraft & Dixon (2013) 

Figure 6: Building Blocks for Urban Social Sustainability 
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Table 4: The Dimensions and Common Suggestive Indicators and Suggestive 
Measures of the Urban Social Sustainability (USS): Theoretical Approach 

The 
Attributes 

The 
Dimensions 

Measurable 
Aspects 

Common suggestive 
Indicators 

Some Suggestive 
Measures 

Social Equity 
Amenities & 
social 
infrastructure 

Availability and 
accessibility and of 
'local' basic services 

Provision of basic 
amenities (Health, 
Education), 

Adaptable Space, 
Local Integration, 
architecture of the 
Streets, 
Distinctive Character, 

Transport Link, 
Community Space, 

Percentage households with 
piped water connections / 
electricity / sewerage 
network / toilet availability / 
sanitation / solid waste 
collections etc. 

Government expenditure per 
capita on core services 

Availability of Hospital, 
Schools, Transportation 
facilities, Firefighting service, 
Banks, Govt. Office etc. 

Sustainability 
of 
Community 

Social and 
Cultural life 

Pride/Sense of Place; 
Safety and Security 

Local Identity, 
Links with 
Wellbeing, 
neighbourhood, Local 
Facilities, 
Feeling of Safety 

Availability of Cinema 
Theatre/ Auditorium/ 
Community halls / Stadium 

Religious tolerance / 
Tolerance for immigrants / 
Women treated with respect 
(1=low; 4=high) etc. 

Voice & 
Influence 

Community Stability, 
Social Interaction, and 
Participation in 
Collective Groups 

Willingness to act, 
Ability to influence 

Liberty over choices in life / 
religions / trafficking in 
people and marriage to a 
child; demand for 
contraceptive met 
(percentage of women); 
Rights related to politics / 
Freedom to express oneself 
/ Freedom of assembling / 
affiliation / Freedom of 
movement / Private rights to 
property (e.g., 0=low; 
5=high) 

Space to Grow 
Participation 
Social Enterprise 
Local Government 

Per capita Revenue 
generation / capital 
expenditure; No. of 
Councillors per 1000 
population; Voter 
participation rates by men / 
women; Voter turnout (%) 
etc.  
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Source: Bramley et al. (2009); Woodcraft, Hackett, & Caistor-Arendar (2011); Woodcraft & Dixon (2013); Miller, (2007) 

Panda, Chakraborty and Misra (2016) have also suggested the drivers or themes of 'Urban 
Social Sustainability' within the Indian context as well as the indicators that fall under each of 
these themes derived thereof by comparing and contrasting theoretical definitions, 
international standards, and Indian governmental/policy regulations (Panda, Chakraborty, & 
Misra, 2016). Table 5, in accordance with the opinion of Panda, Chakraborty and Misra 
(2016), depicts the common drivers or themes of 'Urban Social Sustainability' as identified by 
global and Indian initiatives, practices, etc. 

Table 5: Common Themes of Urban Social Sustainability Framework as identified by 
Global and Indian initiatives: Practice 

Dimensions Themes Themes identified by Global and Indian initiatives 

So
ci

al
 d

im
en

si
on

 

Health MDG, SPI, GUID, Global city indicator, CDB (ADB), IUSIL, FEEM SI, SSI 
Policy relevance with NSS 

Equity MDG, SPI, CDB (ADB), SSI Policy relevance with NSS, Global city indicator, 
GUID, IUSIL 

Access to 
basic needs 

SPI, GUID, Global city indicator, IUSIL, CDB (ADB), SSI Policy relevance with 
NSS 

Education SPI, GUID, MDG, CDB (ADB), Global city indicator, IUSIL, SSI Policy 
relevance with NSS, FEEM SI 

Housing SPI, CDB (ADB), Global city indicator, GUID, IUSIL, SSI Policy relevance with 
NSS 

Personal 
safety 

SPI, CDB (ADB), GUID, IUSIL, Global city indicator, SSI Policy relevance with 
NSS 

Poverty MDG, Global city indicator, CDB (ADB), IUSIL, FEEM SI, SSI Policy relevance 
with NSS 

Demography CDB (ADB), IUSIL, FEEM SISSI Policy relevance with NSS 

Transport 
efficiency GUID, CDB (ADB), IUSIL, Policy relevance with NSS 

In
st

itu
tio

na
l 

di
m

en
si

on
 

Local 
government CDB (ADB), GUID, IUSIL, Global city indicator, SSI Policy relevance with NSS 

Governance 
and 
participation 

GUID, IUSIL, CDB (ADB), Global city indicator, SSI Policy relevance with NSS 

Source: Panda, Chakraborty & Misra (2016) 

• SPI: Social Progress Index, The Social Progress Imperative (Stern, Wares, & Hellman,
2016);

• GUID: Global Urban Indicator Database (UN-Habitat, 2002);

• MDG: Millennium Development Goals (Millennium Project , 2006), (UN, 2006);

• CDB (ADB): Westfall & De Villa (2001)
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• GCI: Global City Indicator (World Bank, 2011), (Bhada & Hoornweg, 2009));

• FEEM SI: FEEM Sustainability Index (Mattei, 2013);

• IUSIL: International Urban Sustainability Indicators List (Shen et al., 2011);

• Policy relevance with NSS (National Sustainable Strategy): (Town and Country
Planning Organisation, 2011);

• SSI: Sustainable Society Index (Sustainable Society Foundation, 2017)

Conclusion 

Consequently, by emphasising the social component of "Urban Social Sustainability", the 
relevant literature suggests some universal themes and indicators that are widely accredited 
by various global initiatives. The following Figure 7 illustrates the broad cataloguing of the 
attributes, dimensions, and universally accredited indicators (here termed as ‘Common 
Accredited Indicators’) in comparison with the "Common Suggestive Indicators" of "Urban 
Social Sustainability". 

Urban Social Sustainability 

Attributes Social Equity Sustainability of Community 

Dimensions Amenities & Social Infrastructure Social & 
Cultural Life 

Voice & 
Influence 

Space To 
Grow 

Common 
Suggestive 
Indicators 

Provision of Basic Amenities, 
Modifiable space for street design and 

layout, transportation linkage, local 
integration, distinctive character, 

community space 

Local Identity, 
Links With 
Neighbourhoo
d, Wellbeing, 
Feeling Of 
Safety, Local 
Facilities 

Willingness 
To Act, 
Ability to 
Influence 

Participation
, Social 
Enterprise, 
Local 
Government 

Common 
Accredited 
Indicators H

ea
lth
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Figure 7: Dimensions and Indicators of Urban Social Sustainability 

Acknowledgment 

This study was conducted under the guidance of Professor Manas Chakraborti from the 
Department of Commerce at the University of Gour Banga, Malda. The researcher expresses 
sincere gratitude and respect to Professor Manas Chakraborti for his comprehensive 
academic guidance and consistent encouragement throughout the research work. The 
researcher also acknowledges the regular encouragement and facilitation provided by Mr. 

97Sustainable Roadmap Development Strategies in India: Paving the Way for a Better Future

Urban Social Sustainability: The Notion and the Measurable Aspects



Geurt van de Kerk, Chairman, and Mr. Arthur Manuel, Board Member, of the Sustainable 
Society Foundation, The Netherlands. 

References 

Agarwal, A., & Narain, S. (1992, April 1). Towards Green Villages -a strategy for 
environmentally sound and participatory rural development in India. Environment and 
Urbanization, 4(1), 53-64. https://doi.org/10.1177/095624789200400106 

Bacon, N., Cochrane, D., Woodcraft, S., & Brown, J. (2012). Creating strong communities: 
how to measure the social sustainability of new housing developments. The Berkeley 
Group, London. Retrieved from: https://www.berkeleygroup.co.uk/media/pdf/7/8/berkeley-
reports-and-opinions-social-sustainability-reports-creating-strong-communities-part-
one.pdf 

Barron, L., & Gauntlet, E. (2002, March). WACOSS housing and sustainable communities 
indicators project. In Sustaining our Communities International Local Agenda 21 
Conference, Adelaide (pp. 3-6). Retrieved from: http://www.regional.org.au/au/soc/ 
2002/4/barron _gauntlett.htm 

Basiago, A. D. (1998). Economic, social, and environmental sustainability in development 
theory and urban planning practice. Environmentalist, 19(2), 145-161. 

Bhada, P., & Hoornweg, D. (2009). The Global City Indicators Program : A More Credible 
Voice for Cities. Directions in Urban Development. 

Bossel, H. (2000). Policy assessment and simulation of actor orientation for sustainable 
development. Ecological Economics, 35(3), 337-355. 

Bramley, G., Dempsey, N., Power, S., Brown, C., & Watkins, D. (2009, September). Social 
sustainability and urban form: evidence from five British cities. Environment and Planning 
A, 41, 2125 - 2142. 

Castillo, H., Moobela, C., Price, A. D., & Mathur, V. N. (2007). Assessing Urban Social 
Sustainability: Current Capabilities and Opportunities for Future Research. he International 
Journal of Environmental,Cultural, Economic and Social Sustainability, 3(3), 39-48. 

Colantonio, A. (2007). Social Sustainability: An Exploratory Analysis of its Definitions, 
Assessment Methods, Metrics and Tools. EIRBURS Working Paper Series. 

Colantonio, A. (2008). Measuring Social Sustainability: Best Practice from Urban Renewal in 
the EU. Oxford: Oxford Institute for Sustainable Development (OISD). 

Colantonio, A. (2010). Urban social sustainability themes and assessment methods. 
Proceedings of the Institution of Civil Engineers-Urban Design and Planning, 163(2), 79-
88. 

Colantonio, A. (2011). Social sustainability: Exploring the linkages between research, policy 
and practice. European Research on Sustainable Development: Volume 1: Transformative 
Science Approaches for Sustainability, 35-57. 

98 Sustainable Roadmap Development Strategies in India: Paving the Way for a Better Future

Urban Social Sustainability: The Notion and the Measurable Aspects

https://doi.org/10.1177/095624789200400106
https://www.berkeleygroup.co.uk/media/pdf/7/8/berkeley-reports-and-opinions-social-sustainability-reports-creating-strong-communities-part-one.pdf
https://www.berkeleygroup.co.uk/media/pdf/7/8/berkeley-reports-and-opinions-social-sustainability-reports-creating-strong-communities-part-one.pdf
https://www.berkeleygroup.co.uk/media/pdf/7/8/berkeley-reports-and-opinions-social-sustainability-reports-creating-strong-communities-part-one.pdf
http://www.regional.org.au/au/soc/%202002/4/barron%20_gauntlett.htm
http://www.regional.org.au/au/soc/%202002/4/barron%20_gauntlett.htm


Davidson, M. (2009). Social sustainability: a potential for politics?. Local environment, 14(7), 
607-619. https://doi.org/10.1080/13549830903089291

Dempsey, N., Bramley, G., Power, S., & Brown, C. (2011). The social dimension of 
sustainable development: Defining urban social sustainability. Sustainable 
Development, 19(5), 289-300. http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/sd.417 

Dixon, J. A., & Fallon, L. A. (1989). The concept of sustainability: origins, extensions, and 
usefulness for policy. Society & Natural Resources, 2(1), 73-84. https://doi.org/10. 
1080/08941928909380675 

Drakakis-Smith, D. (1995, May 1). Third World Cities: Sustainable Urban Development, 1. 
Urban Studies, 32(4-5), 659-677. https://doi.org/10.1080/00420989550012825 

Freeman, C. (1973). Malthus with a computer. Futures, 5(1), 5-13. https://doi.org/10.1016/ 
0016-3287(73)90053-0 

Geography. (n.d.). What Is the Brown Agenda?. Retrieved from: https://geography.name/ 
what-is-the-brown-agenda/ 

Ghahramanpouri, A., Lamit, H., & Sedaghatnia, S. (2013). Urban Social Sustainability Trends 
in Research Literature. Asian Social Science, 9(4), 185-193. http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/ass. 
v9n4p185 

Goldsmith, E. (1972). Blueprint for Survival (Vol. 7830). Houghton Mifflin. 

Hayes, B. (2012). Computation and the human predicament. Am. Sci, 100, 186-191. 

Hirano, S. (2003). United Nations Conference on Environment & Development-Rio de 
Janerio, Brazil, 3 to 14 June 1992. 

Holden, M. (2012, February 1). Urban Policy Engagement with Social Sustainability in Metro 
Vancouver. Urban Studies, 49(3), 527-542. 

Khan, M. A. (1995). Concepts, definitions and key issues in sustainable development: the 
outlook for the future. 

Layard, R. (2007). Against unhappiness. Prospect (on line-version), 137. Retrieved from: 
https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/againstunhappiness 

Maloutas, T. (2003). Promoting social sustainability The case of Athens. City, 7(2), 167-181. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360481032000136732 

Malthus, T. R. (1986). An essay on the principle of population (1798). The Works of Thomas 
Robert Malthus, London, Pickering & Chatto Publishers, 1, 1-139. 

Mattei, F. E. E. (2013). FEEM sustainability index. Downloaded on, 1(22), 2014. 

McKenzie, S. (2004). Social sustainability: towards some definitions. Hawke Research 
Institute. 

Meadows, D. H., Meadows, D. L., Randers, J., & Behrens, W. III (1972). The limits to 
growth. New York: New American Library. 

99Sustainable Roadmap Development Strategies in India: Paving the Way for a Better Future

Urban Social Sustainability: The Notion and the Measurable Aspects

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/sd.417
https://doi.org/10.%201080/08941928909380675
https://doi.org/10.%201080/08941928909380675
https://doi.org/10.1080/00420989550012825
https://doi.org/10.1016/%200016-3287(73)90053-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/%200016-3287(73)90053-0
https://geography.name/%20what-is-the-brown-agenda/
https://geography.name/%20what-is-the-brown-agenda/
http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/ass.%20v9n4p185
http://dx.doi.org/10.5539/ass.%20v9n4p185
https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/againstunhappiness
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360481032000136732


Millennium Project . (2006). Goals, targets and indicators. Retrieved April 3, 2017, from UN 
Millennium Project: http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/goals/gti.htm 

Miller, C. A. (2007). Creating indicators of sustainability. A Social Approach, Draft for 
Discussion, iisd, Retrieved on, 2(2), 2009. 

Neamţu, B. (2012). Measuring the social sustainability of urban communities: the role of local 
authorities. Transylvanian Review of Administrative Sciences, 112-127. 

Ormerod, P., & Johns, H. (2007). Against happiness. Prospect Magazine, 133, 1-6. 

Panda, S., Chakraborty, M., & Misra, S. K. (2016). Assessment of social sustainable 
development in urban India by a composite index. International Journal of Sustainable Built 
Environment, 5(2), 435-450. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijsbe.2016.08.001 

Partridge, E. (2005, September). Social sustainability’: a useful theoretical framework. In 
Australasian political science association annual conference (pp. 28-30). 

Pawłowski, A. (2008). How many dimensions does sustainable development have?. 
Sustainable development, 16(2), 81-90. https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.339 

Sengupta, I., & Baranwal, V. (2013). Sustainability in urban development: an Indian 
standpoint. Management Insight, 8(2). 

Shen, L. Y., Ochoa, J. J., Shah, M. N., & Zhang, X. (2011). The application of urban 
sustainability indicators–A comparison between various practices. Habitat international, 
35(1), 17-29. 

Spangenberg, J. H., & Omann, I. (2006). Assessing social sustainability: social sustainability 
and its multicriteria assessment in a sustainability. International Journal of Innovation and 
Sustainable Development (IJISD), 1(4), 318-348. 

Stern, S., Wares, A., & Hellman, T. (2016). Social progress index 2016: Methodological report 
by social progress imperative. Retrieved from: http://13i8vn49fibl3go3i12f59gh.wpengine. 
netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/SPI-2016-Methodological-Report.pdf 

Stren, R., & Polèse, M. (2000). Understanding the new sociocultural dynamics of cities: 
comparative urban policy in a global context. The social sustainability of cities: diversity 
and the management of change, 3-38. 

Sustainable Society Foundation. (2017). Sustainability and the SSI. Sustainable Society 
Index - your compass to sustainability. Retrieved from: http://www.ssfindex.com/ 

UN. (2006). Millennium Development Goal Indicators Database. Millennium Development 
Goals Indicators. Retrieved from: https://millenniumindicators.un.org/unsd/mi/mi_ 
goals.asp 

UN-Habitat. (2002). Global Urban Indicators Database. from UN-HABITAT - For a better 
urban future. Retrieved from: https://unhabitat.org/books/global-urban-indicators-
database/ 

100 Sustainable Roadmap Development Strategies in India: Paving the Way for a Better Future

Urban Social Sustainability: The Notion and the Measurable Aspects

http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/goals/gti.htm
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijsbe.2016.08.001
https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.339
http://www.ssfindex.com/
https://millenniumindicators.un.org/unsd/mi/mi_%20goals.asp
https://millenniumindicators.un.org/unsd/mi/mi_%20goals.asp
https://unhabitat.org/books/global-urban-indicators-database/
https://unhabitat.org/books/global-urban-indicators-database/


WACOSS . (n.d.). WACOSS Model of Social Sustainability. Western Australian Council of 
Social Services (WACOSS). Retrieved from: http://www.wacoss.org.au/ Libraries/ 
State_Election_ 2013_Documents/WACOSS_Model_of_Social_Sustainability.sflb.ashx 

WCED, S. W. S. (1987). World commission on environment and development. Our common 
future, 17(1), 1-91. 

Westfall, M. S., & De Villa, V. A. (2001). Urban indicators for managing cities. Asian 
Development Bank. http://hdl.handle.net/11540/276 

Woodcraft, S. B., & Dixon, T. (2013). Creating strong communities–measuring social 
sustainability in new housing development. Town and Country Planning Association, 
82(11), 473-480. 

Woodcraft, S., Hackett, T., & Caistor-Arendar, L. (2011). Design for social sustainability: A 
framework for creating thriving new communities. Young Foundation. 

Woodcraft, S., Bacon, N., Caistor-Arendar, L., & Hackett, T.(2012). Design for social 
sustainability. http://www.social life.co/media/files/DESIGN_FOR_ SOCIAL_SUSTAINAB 
ILITY_3.pdf 

World Bank. (2011). World Development Indicators 2011 (15 ed.). Washinton D.C.: World 
Bank. Retrieved from: https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-
indicators 

Yiftachel, O., & Hedgcock, D. (1993, May). Urban social sustainabilityThe planning of an 
Australian city. Cities, 10(2), 139-157. https://doi.org/10.1016/0264-2751(93)90045-K 

Yung, E. H. K., Chan, E. H. W., & Xu, Y. (2014). Sustainable development and the 
rehabilitation of a historic urban district–Social sustainability in the case of Tianzifang in 
Shanghai. Sustainable development, 22(2), 95-112. https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.534 

101Sustainable Roadmap Development Strategies in India: Paving the Way for a Better Future

Urban Social Sustainability: The Notion and the Measurable Aspects

http://www.wacoss.org.au/%20Libraries/%20State_Election_%202013_Documents/WACOSS_Model_of_Social_Sustainability.sflb.ashx
http://www.wacoss.org.au/%20Libraries/%20State_Election_%202013_Documents/WACOSS_Model_of_Social_Sustainability.sflb.ashx
http://hdl.handle.net/11540/276
https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators
https://databank.worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators
https://doi.org/10.1016/0264-2751(93)90045-K
https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.534



