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Introduction  

The concept of sustainability raised form 1960s to address the concerns of 

environmental degradation caused by poor resource management in times of rapid 

economical development. Over the past 40 years, this concept gradually evolves by 

incorporate another dimension, social aspect, into the initial idea. For decades, however, 

much of focus was shared among economic development and ecological conservation, 

while less was placed on sustainable social development by itself. Not until recently the 

emergence of the concept of “triple bottom line” gives equal attention in environmental, 

economic as well as social sustainability. People start to explore what the social 

sustainability is by itself. In many recent literatures, the concept of social sustainability 

and the way to build a sustainable society has become a main topic, yet each of which 

has a different insight and interpretation. By taking a close look at various perspectives 

on the concept of social sustainability, from other literatures, this paper will first 

produce a definition of social sustainability and then summarize and examine elements 

that are crucial in constructing a socially sustainable community. 

 

 

Literature review 

There are many books, articles, government documents, and websites that         

discuss about the meaning of being sustainable. Within past few years, more literatures 

start to put focus on the social dimension of sustainability. Given that no universal 

definition has been applied, many of the articles are trying to define social 

sustainability in ways which how they interpreted and they provide a good perspective 

of understanding what a sustainable society and community is in urban areas. The 

concept of social sustainability can be understood by thinking in categories, types, 

levels or system.  

 

In the Report to Vancouver City Council released in 2005, it defined social 

sustainability as the ability to build and maintain it own resources, and have the 

resiliency to prevent and/or address problems in the future in order to meet basic needs. 

This report put the “resources” into two social justice categories as the two main 

features of sustainability. One is individual or human capacity that refers to “the 

attributes and resources that individuals can contribute to their own well-being and to 

the well-being of the community as a whole”. Another is social or community capacity 

which is defined as “the relationships, networks and norms that facilitate collective 

action taken to improve upon quality of life and to ensure that such improvements are 

sustainable”.  

 

Trevor Hancock in the article Social Sustainability (1993) points out both “hard” and 

“soft” infrastructure contribute to the maintenance of sustainability in a community. He 



2 
 

argues that while physical design of a place can make sustainable choices easier, soft 

infrastructure, such as formal human services and community’s informal structure, 

enable the society to have a sustainable lifestyle.  

 

Some bodies of literature suggest that the understanding of sustainability should be 

shaped in a way that comes from both top-down and bottom-up efforts levels. In the 

article Resilience and Sustainability in US urban areas (Pierce et al, 2011), study 

examine the sustainability plans and policies as well as citizen commitment to 

sustainable initiatives as important elements when assess sustainability. It implies that 

sustainability management requires the efforts from diversity level of social structure. 

Government and community can work together to help the society to approach or stay 

in a state of sustainable. A website (http://www.sustreport.org/issues/sust_comm.html) 

that is dedicated to demonstrate sustainability cites a paragraph from the National 

Round Table on the Environment and the Economy. It perceives sustainability 

derived from efforts that incorporate both top-down government support and citizen- 

led process  

 

As more frequent occurrence of disasters in the world devastate the communities, 

people attention were pull on the topic of resilience. A more holistic way to understand 

sustainability is to first view the human-society as a system, which is in relation with 

resilience. Different ideas about the relationship between sustainability and resilience 

arise among literature. J.C. Pierce et al (2011) found that the great sustainability efforts 

could be evidenced with higher level of resilience through study done among 40 

American urban cities. In other words, attribution of resilience contributes to the 

sustainability positively. However, Andrew Zolli proposed a different view between the 

two (2012). He clarifies the disparity that “where sustainability aims to put the world 

back into balance, resilience looks for ways to manage in an imbalanced world”. He 

argues that the world is in a disequilibrium state, and thus it will naturally go through 

the cycle of trying, failing, adapting, learning, and evolving. Zolli, Therefore, indicates 

that to keep the system working, all the efforts should be devoted into changing with the 

changes instead of keep it in status quo.  

 

I come up with definition of social sustainability that integrates all the insights provided 

above: a state where the system, which is facilitated resiliently by both top-down and 

bottom-up process, is supported by the network in which individual and society as 

whole and can in turn enable current and future generations to meet their needs.  

 

The topic of how to achieve social sustainability also has been discussed a lot along 

with how to define it. By looking across various forms of literature, I conclude several 

components that contribute to the formation of such a harmonic society. First one is 

equality embedded in the context of social justice. This includes every member of the 

community should have equal accessibility to life sustaining activities and social 

services such as education, public transportation, medication. Gar Alperovitz (2005) 

states that income inequality challenges social sustainability in a way that causes over- 

http://www.sustreport.org/issues/sust_comm.html
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consumption pattern. He addresses that the increased income disparity between the 

poor and the rich generates power inequality in which those who on top are driven by 

the wasteful materialism. Given that the total material production in the world is limited, 

this unsustainable consumption pattern associated with income equality cannot ensure 

local economy stability and thus cannot support the development. Alperovitz then 

provides some potential solutions that can avert materialism; these include 

community-oriented strategies for fostering personal relationship and a sense of 

community so that people can have sufficient time to pursue creativity and fulfilling. 

Mathematical Analysis using from James K. Boyce et al. (1999) also testifies the 

relationship between income inequality and sustainable development. It uses income 

inequality as one of variables that determines the power distribution and the result 

shows that the greater power inequality leads to weaker environmental polices, which 

in turn lead to greater environmental degradation and worsens public health outcome. 

Chan Lean Heng, an associate professor from University Sains Malaysia, mentions 

gender equality heavily in the article (2006). She argues, “Gender inequity/inequality is 

caused by and results in other inequalities and social problems that are not sustainable. 

She emphasizes that gender equity is the heart of justice and sustainability because it 

ensures “ both men and women to realize their full human right potential to contribute 

to national political, economic, social and cultural development, and to benefits from 

the results”. In addition, Winston (2011) talks about equality embedded in corporate 

social responsibility by emphases fairness business practices to labors it a key to 

approach sustainable business.  

 

Participation and solidarity as whole is another elements to foster a strong connection 

within a society. Chan Lean Heng (2006) explains that people are active agency instead 

of merely passive beneficiaries, thus all members of the society should participate in 

making decision and have voices of their own to best present themselves. A study 

mentions the importance of having a moralistic, communitarian culture, which involves 

participation and solidarity (Pierce et al. 2011). It talks about sustainable efforts are 

collected through a moralistic culture in which people have inclusive and 

communitarian value and greater commitment to political, economical and social life. 

People will think more about the how they are related to community as opposed to 

merely care about their own behavior. This culture is built on the trust and shaped by a 

shared vision within the community. The authors imply that community members’ 

involvement and commitment are crucial to the shared place and by getting participated 

people can together build a strongly cohesive society with a common vision embedded 

in solidarity.   

 

Creativity and innovation is a crucial tool to cope and adapt to system change (Pierce et 

al, 2011). Bjorn Stigson (2004) from World Business Council for Sustainable 

Development denotes that innovation can bring new technology that provide better 

choice for people to live life which goes toward sustainable pattern. At the same time, 

creative and better practices shared by firms can encourage pollution reduction and 

improve financial results that can provide a healthy living environment shared among 
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every one in the community and enable more people to access necessities in a 

affordable manner. While Stigon strengths the improved life quality of being 

innovative in both economic and environmental senses, Andrew Zolli (2012), in his 

article Learn to Bounce Back, puts more focus on creative ways of dealing with crisis. 

One of an example he gives is an insurance program in Kenya that uses wireless 

weather sensors to inform farmers about the climate volatility and protect them from 

being economically suffered. 

 

In most literature, safety and security are briefly mentioned in align with Equality, 

participation and solidarity, creativity and innovation in constructing social 

sustainability. It is a fundamental point stressing people are secured from, or after, 

threats, which provide a platform for the other three elements to build on. For example, 

Andrew Zolli (2012) mentions about the importance psychological and physiological 

recovery for people who had hard times after threats. This can better prepare people 

from both mental and physical destruction after shocks. In another article, social 

support is redeemed to play a critical role in assisting community member’s mental and 

physical health in post-disaster circumstance (Norris et al, 2008). That individual 

receives love and care through both tangible and emotional assistance embedded into a 

web of social relationships protects and secures community from collapsion, which can 

lead to sustainability of resilient community with resilience.   

 

All these literature in area of sustainability have shared different views on the definition 

of social sustainability but similar components that are essential for achieving this state. 

No matter how people interpret the concept, the elements contributed to the 

construction of sustainable society should be all taken into considerations.   
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