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Abstract

Social sustainability is a growing area of debate in the built environment,
particularly in relation to housing. Homebuilders in the United Kingdom
have responded to organizational and policy drivers by developing ex
post assessment frameworks to measure the social sustainability of new
housing development. In this paper, I offer a critical perspective of these
frameworks by: (1) examining the origins of the concept of social
sustainability at the neighborhood level; (2) analyzing the critical
challenges and research questions about social sustainability that the
underlying methodologies raise; and, (3) how such frameworks might
be improved and developed further.

K e y w o r d s social sustainability; housing; sustainable communities; neighborhood,
urban design

Over the last 30 years, the concept of ‘‘social sustainability’’ has been debated
and discussed extensively in a wide range of the academic literature from different
disciplines, but with little consensus as to its precise meaning or measurement
(Colantonio and Dixon, 2011; Shirazi and Keivani, 2017). This can also be viewed
as part of the wider debate as to whether there is an equivalence over the way
that the built environment profession deals with the three main elements of
sustainability: namely, the environmental, economic, and social dimensions
(Wilkinson, 2006). Broadly speaking, much of the literature has focused on
defining social sustainability in terms of such elements as ‘‘well-being,’’ ‘‘social
cohesion,’’ ‘‘social equity,’’ and ‘‘social capital.’’ In the more specific built
environment literature, the focus has tended to be on examining the links between
urban design, infrastructure and amenities (‘‘physical factors’’), and the way
people feel and react to their environment (‘‘non-physical’’) at a variety of scales:
for example, ‘‘building,’’ ‘‘neighborhood’’/‘‘community,’’ and ‘‘city’’ (Dempsey,
Bramley, Power, and Brown, 2011; Woodcraft, Hackett, and Caistor-Arendar,
2011; Dixon and Woodcraft, 2013).
Social sustainability continues, however, to remain a ‘‘contested’’ concept, and
yet, within the built environment, particularly in the context of British housing
policy for example, it has been influential in the shaping of ‘‘mixed communities’’
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and ‘‘sustainable communities,’’ through neighborhood regeneration during the
1990s and 2000s (Raco, 2007, 2009; Lees, 2014a, 2014b; Woodcraft and Smith,
2018). In a U.K. policy context, for example, the Sustainable Communities Plan
of 2003 (ODPM, 2003) focused on 12 important requirements of sustainable
communities, four of which related to ‘‘social dimensions’’ (Woodcraft, 2016;
Woodcraft and Smith, 2018). These included strong leadership to respond to
change; effective management and participation by local people, groups, and
businesses in long-term stewardship of their community: a diverse, vibrant, and
creative local culture, encouraging pride in the community and cohesion within
it; and a ‘‘sense of place.’’
Since 2003, however, critics of the sustainable communities agenda have argued
that rather than creating communities that are socially sustainable, in many
instances (e.g., in major U.K. ‘‘estate regeneration’’ housing projects) they have
in fact displaced people, diluted the social mix of communities, and undermined
their social sustainability (Lees, 2014a). Moreover, the abandonment of specific
sustainable communities policy by the U.K. coalition government in 2010, a
renewed emphasis on estate regeneration, and the refocusing of planning policy
towards ‘‘growth dependence,’’ through the National Planning Policy Framework
(NPPF) (DCLG, 2012), opened up new opportunities for homebuilders and
developers to re-interpret what sustainable community means. More specifically,
critics of this agenda also argue it has led to particular interpretations being
assigned to social sustainability, which as a result, has also isolated and decoupled
the concept from a broader and more integrated sustainability agenda in
homebuilding (Woodcraft and Smith, 2018).
Homebuilders in the U.K. have therefore become the focus of continued attention
as they seek not only to respond to changing national planning policies and the
continued debate over housing supply, but also to react to continued business
requirements and fulfil corporate responsibility requirements (Payne, Adams, and
Watkins, 2008). Driven also by the influence of the Public Services (Social Value)
Act 2012 (which requires the wider value of a project to be taken into account
during request for tender), and a perceived ‘‘first mover’’ advantage (HCA/JLL,
2015), some U.K. homebuilders (and social housing providers) have therefore
developed new assessment frameworks, which are designed to define and measure
the social sustainability of new housing developments in a variety of specific
contexts, including new build and estate regeneration (e.g., Bacon, Cochrane, and
Woodcraft, 2012; Provan, Belotti, and Power, 2016; Caistor-Arendar et al., 2017).
While a range of ‘‘ex ante’’ assessment tools such as BREEAM communities
already exist and continue to be used to measure social sustainability as part of
overall neighborhood sustainability primarily before development has begun
(Sullivan, Rydin, and Buchanan, 2014; Callway, Dixon, and Nikolic, 2019), the
new assessment frameworks are specifically designed for the measurement of
social sustainability (or social value) of housing projects either after construction
has begun or has been completed (ex post).
However, the use of such assessment frameworks raises questions not only over
how the term social sustainability is being defined in the context of U.K.
homebuilding, but the extent to which such frameworks are valid measures of
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social sustainability; what theoretical concepts the frameworks are anchored
against; and what their strengths and weaknesses might be. Moreover, these
questions need to be set in the wider context of the continued critique of U.K.
homebuilding, especially in relation to estate regeneration, and the changing
perspectives, roles, and responsibilities of homebuilders in relation to social
sustainability (Lees, 2014a; Woodcraft, 2016).
This industry-led focus on social sustainability also follows a growing body of
academic literature in which researchers have sought to define and measure social
sustainability in a wider built environment context (Colantonio and Dixon, 2009;
Shirazi and Keivani, 2017, 2018). However, it is clear that the new and emerging
assessment frameworks are closely connected with (and developed from) a more
specific literature and academic discourse in the built environment (Woodcraft,
Hackett, and Caistor-Arendar, 2011; Woodcraft, 2012; Bacon, Cochrane, and
Woodcraft, 2012). Studies have explored a variety of concepts and measures, but
in particular they are linked by a common focus on: (1) ex post measures of social
sustainability usually within an existing, well-established housing area; and (2) a
neighborhood housing scale.
My aim in this paper is therefore to critically review the development of ex post
assessment methods relating solely to social sustainability that are applicable to
new housing developments at a neighborhood scale (particularly where a
community already exists). To do this, the paper is presented in four parts and
draws on U.K. and international literature throughout. First, I examine the reasons
for the emergence of social sustainability in the U.K. homebuilding sector, and
how the concept continues to be contested particularly within the context of
housing-led U.K. regeneration policy and practice. Second, I trace the wider
origins, definitions, and theoretical constructs of social sustainability in the built
environment at a neighborhood scale. Third, I critically review assessment
methods for social sustainability in housing development (focusing primarily on
private sector homebuilding but with also some discussion of social housing), their
theoretical underpinning, and their application in specific projects in the U.K. and
elsewhere. Fourth, I critically review a new U.K. homebuilder social sustainability
assessment framework (developed for Berkeley Group1) in the context of other
emerging frameworks from, for example, Canada and Denmark. I conclude the
paper by looking at the critical challenges and research questions about social
sustainability that such frameworks raise, and how they might be improved and
further developed.

u
u

Social Sustainability: An Emerging and Contested
Concept in U.K. Housing Development

The origins of the recent interest and debate about social sustainability in U.K.
homebuilding can be traced to the concept of ‘‘sustainable communities’’
developed by the U.K. Labour government in 2003. Sustainable communities were
defined as (ODPM, 2005:1): ‘‘... places where people want to live and work now
and in the future. They meet the diverse needs of existing and future residents,
are sensitive to their environment, and contribute to a higher quality of life.’’
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In this, and related policy and practice guidance [e.g., Planning Policy Statement
1—Delivering Sustainable Communities (ODPM, 2005)], there was a particular
emphasis on sustainable communities as being places in which employment,
mixed housing, and social facilities were present and available to a range of
socioeconomic groups, and which drew on previous thinking of idealist models
of urbanism (Raco, 2007). The U.K. Labour government’s sustainable
communities’ policy therefore also incorporated a strong emphasis on ‘‘mixed
communities,’’ which actively promoted changes to housing tenure and social mix
in urban regeneration projects (Lees, 2014a).
However, although the concept of mixed communities continues to be actively
promoted by the current U.K. Conservative government, albeit in a different guise,
Labour’s sustainable communities’ policy has gradually been dismantled. The
current U.K. government’s approach to urban regeneration now places an emphasis
on what it calls ‘‘community-led developments,’’ but with strong local authority
and private sector inputs, and a focus on ‘‘localist’’ solutions (Hall, 2015; DCLG,
2016). Moreover, this new deregulated environment has been underpinned by a
new emphasis on growth-led planning (e.g., the introduction of the National
Planning Policy Framework in 2012 suggests there is a presumption in favor of
sustainable development).
For some commentators this change in emphasis presents a ‘‘discursive space’’
for re-interpreting the concept of sustainable communities and mixed communities
(Woodcraft, 2016: Woodcraft and Smith, 2018). Indeed, an already deregulated
policy agenda was also further loosened with the abolition of the Code for
Sustainable Homes in 2015, which followed the Coalition-led government’s
Housing Standards Review (Greenwood, Congreve, and King, 2017). Woodcraft
and Smith (2018) suggest that this has led to a fragmentation of the sustainability
agenda and its re-interpretation by homebuilders as distinctive elements.
Therefore, while environmental and economic sustainability are relatively easy to
measure with available tools and metrics, social sustainability is open to
interpretation and is ‘‘unclaimed territory,’’ or as Woodcraft and Smith suggest
(2018:74): ‘‘... a new space for architects, planners and developers to signify
innovative practices and differentiate themselves in a highly competitive market.’’
This growing emphasis on social sustainability also comes at a time when
reshaped estate regeneration has become an important focus for current
government housing policy in England. This, it is argued by the U.K. government
(previously under David Cameron and subsequently under Theresa May), is a
direct and appropriate response to the U.K.’s urgent housing problem, and it also
resonates with other policies regarding the restructuring of large post-war housing
estates in Europe (van Kempen, Dekker, Hall, and Tosics, 2005).
However, estate regeneration policy and homebuilders have for many years faced
severe criticism from a number of quarters, particularly in London, with a
particular focus on gentrification (Lees, 2014a; Watt and Minton, 2016). Lees
(2014a), for example, talked about the severe direct and indirect displacement
effects of new developments on existing council estates in London, such as
Carpenters (Stratford), Ferrier (Woolwich), and Heygate and Aylesbury
(Southwark) [see also Elmer and Dening (2016) and Flynn (2016)]. In such
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estates, under the guise of what Lees (2014a) refers to as ‘‘mixed communities’’
policy, there is evidence to suggest high levels of displacement through decanting
of existing residents, and gentrification, as expensive housing prices typically keep
lower income local people out of the market (Davidson and Lees, 2005).
Continuing controversy over estate regeneration in England, therefore, raises
profound questions about what is meant by ‘‘social sustainability’’ in housing-led
regeneration projects. For Lees (2014a), the term, ‘‘social sustainability’’ has itself
been used as rhetorical cover to mask much of the perceived state-led
gentrification and ‘‘social cleansing’’ that she believes has been continuing under
successive governments, particularly in London, since the late 1990s.
However, these critical perspectives overlook the importance of organizational and
policy drivers that have influenced the recent focus on social sustainability by
U.K. homebuilders. First, seen from the point of view of homebuilders themselves,
there is a strong business rationale to engage with the wider corporate
responsibility agenda, which includes social sustainability (Payne, Adams, and
Watkins, 2008; Osmani and O’Reilly, 2009), which is also a point highlighted in
the international literature on corporate sustainability reporting in the real estate
industry (e.g., Laposa and Villupuram, 2010). Initially, engagement with the
corporate responsibility process has been slow, but since 2007, the Next
Generation Sustainability Index (supported by the Homes and Communities
Agency (now the Homes Agency) has not only revealed improved sustainability
performance for the top 25 U.K. homebuilders, but also an increasing focus by
homebuilders on social sustainability and social impact (e.g., HCA/JLL, 2015,
2016).
Second, within the sphere of social housing provision, the recent introduction of
the Public Services (Social Value) Act 2012, which came into effect in England
and Wales in 2013, places a requirement on housing associations and other
providers to consider social value when they procure services (CIH, 2015; Watson
and Whitley, 2017). There has therefore been wider discussion and debate about
the most appropriate tools and frameworks to measure social value (Florman,
Klinger-Vidra, and Facada, 2016). This has also been underpinned by recent built
environment practice guidance, which highlights the societal and business benefits
of directly measuring social value (Supply Chain Sustainability School, 2017;
UKGBC, 2018).
Third, the debate over the measurement of social sustainability (and social value)
has come at a time when other U.K. government-funded research has highlighted
the importance of measuring the impacts and outputs from the urban regeneration
policy (Tyler, Warnock, Provins, and Lanz, 2013). This evaluation of urban
regeneration policy has emphasized the importance of homes, communities, and
the environment as a key focus of measuring outcomes (or the measures of social,
economic, and environmental characteristics of areas or groups of people) (DCLG,
2010a, 2010b; Tyler, Warnock, Provins, and Lanz, 2013). Moreover, others have
found that good urban design can bring multiple added social and environmental
values to developments, which in combination positively affect economic value
(Carmona, Tiesdell, Heath, and Oc, 2010; Nase, Berry, and Adair, 2015; RICS,
2016).
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In response to these drivers, there has been a growing focus on social sustainability
and social impact measurement in recent years, particularly from homebuilders
such as Berkeley Group, Countryside Properties, and Taylor Woodrow (Bacon,
Cochrane, and Woodcraft, 2012; Berkeley Group, 2014; HCA/JLL, 2016; CaistorArendar et al., 2017) but also from social housing providers. In the next two
sections, the development of the concept of the social sustainability of housing at
neighborhood level, and the emergence of assessment methods for measuring the
social sustainability of housing are examined in detail.

u
u

Social Sustainability in the Built Environment:
Origins, Definitions, and Theory

Over the last 20 years, the concept of social sustainability has gained an increased
focus in academic and policy discourse across a wide range of disciplines from
science and engineering through to social science and the humanities (Woodcraft,
2012; Shirazi and Keivani, 2017). However, although social sustainability is a key
element within the overarching concept of sustainable development in the
Bruntdland report (WCED, 1987), it was not until the late 1990s that social issues
became a focus for discussion and debate within the sustainability agenda
(Hediger, 2000; Colantonio, 2009). Moreover, as Colantonio (2009a) notes, the
concept of social sustainability has been under-theorized or often over-simplified
in existing theory.
In the context of built environment literature, Polese and Stren (2000, pp. 5–16)
offered one of the earliest definitions of social sustainability at an urban scale as
being: ‘‘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 while at the same time
encouraging social integration, with improvements in the quality of life for all
segments of the population.’’ As Colantonio (2009b) points out, this definition
particularly emphasizes the economics (development) and social (civil society,
cultural diversity and social integration) dimensions of sustainability, and
highlights the potential tensions and trade-offs between development and social
integration.
However, this is just one of the many definitions of social sustainability within
the built environment literature. For example, Shirazi and Keivani (2017), provide
a detailed analysis of some 29 research publications that offer contrasting and
differing conceptualizations of social sustainability across varying scales (local to
regional). These were then categorized as approaches in the following groups:
cultural development and diversity, procedural quality (i.e., social sustainability as
a process rather than a condition), practical tool for urban policy, wellbeing, equity
and democracy, capacity building, and physical/non-physical aggregation.
In the context of housing in the built environment, the physical/non-physical
aggregation category is particularly relevant, because it emphasizes the strong
synergy between what might be termed ‘‘soft’’ social infrastructure and ‘‘hard’’
community infrastructure (Colantonio and Dixon, 2011; Shirazi and Keivani,
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2017). For example, Cuthill (2010) in a study of South East Queensland
(Australia) suggests that social sustainability comprises four main elements. First,
social capital, which can be defined as (World Bank, 1998:1) ‘‘the institutions,
the relationships, the attitudes and values that govern interactions among people
and contribute to economic and social development.’’ Second, social justice and
equity, or the moral and ethical foundations underpinning social sustainability.
Third, engaged governance, or the idea that all stakeholders including citizens
from all spectrums of society should be involved in democratic decision-making
and planning processes. Finally, Cuthill (2003, 2010) also incorporates soft social
infrastructure, which includes community services, and the capacity building of
groups needed to work together to create a sustainable community. In contrast,
hard social infrastructure comprises physical assets in the built environment, such
as transport and urban services (e.g., health and education) needed to provide
support for communities.
This distinction between soft and hard infrastructure has also carried over into
much of the academic discourse on social sustainability at the neighborhood level.
In this sense, a neighborhood is generally defined as an area in a city with
connected areas of blocks of buildings (Zheng et al., 2017), and is important in
the overall context of sustainability in the built environment because regeneration
and redevelopment often takes place at this scale (Sharifi and Murayama, 2013).
Research at the neighborhood level in the built environment (especially in relation
to housing) has therefore frequently focused on the relation between urban form
and density and social sustainability (Chiu, 2005; Bramley et al., 2009; Raman,
2010). For example, Bramley et al. (2009) suggested that social sustainability
comprises two main dimensions. First, social equity, with particular reference to
services and opportunities (e.g., shops, schools, health centers, transport jobs, and
housing); and second, sustainability of community, including pride and attachment
to a neighborhood; social interaction within the neighborhood; safety and security;
and perceived quality of the environment and participation in collective group/
civic activities. This research also recognizes that sustainability of community can
also be interpreted as quality of life, which could in turn include concepts of
health and wellbeing (or social and cultural life).
Linked to this work, Dempsey, Bramley, Power, and Brown (2011) developed a
valuable categorization of non-physical (e.g., health, quality of life, and social
inclusion) and physical factors (e.g., urbanity, accessibility, and attractive public
realm) based on an extensive literature review, which are closely related to some
of the soft and hard infrastructure concepts developed by Cuthill (2003). The
implication of this conceptualization in theory and policy relating to urban design
is not only that concepts such as social cohesion, social capital, and social
inclusion and living in high quality urban living environments are positive and
desirable social goods, but also that the social order promoted by this is positively
correlated with health, happiness, and good quality of life.
This literature on social sustainability also helped inform work by Woodcraft,
Hackett, and Caistor-Arendar (2011), which was commissioned by the U.K.
Homes and Communities Agency. Again, drawing on literature in the field, these
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authors suggested there were four main elements of social sustainability that are
essential in building new communities. First, amenities and infrastructure, or the
physical amenities and social infrastructure needed to be in place in the early life
of a new community, with an emphasis on schools, social spaces, transport, and
community services. Second, social and cultural life, relating to shared spaces,
collective activities, and the social architecture needed to develop and foster
networks, belonging, and local identity. Third, voice and influence, or the
governance structures needed to help residents shape and influence local decisionmaking and stewardship. Fourth, space to grow, or the concept that places need
to have an inbuilt capacity for flexible planning, housing, infrastructure, and
services that can adapt over time.
Building on this work, Social Life (a social enterprise) and University of Reading
(Bacon, Cochrane, and Woodcraft, 2012; Dixon and Woodcraft, 2013) developed
a social sustainability assessment framework for Berkeley Group, a major U.K.
homebuilder. Social sustainability from a homebuilder’s perspective was defined
as being (Bacon, Cochrane, and Woodcraft, 2012, p. 9) as ‘‘... about people’s
quality of life, now and in the future. It describes the extent to which a
neighbourhood supports individual and collective well-being. Social sustainability
combines 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.’’
This definition places a strong focus on emphasizing both the physical and nonphysical or hard and soft aspects of social sustainability from the literature, and
it also formed the basis for an assessment framework and set of metrics for
measuring social sustainability, which has been applied in a number of the
Berkeley Group’s developments (Bacon, Cochrane, and Woodcraft, 2012), and in
an adapted form for Countryside Properties (Caistor-Arendar et al., 2017).
As stated earlier, capital theory has played an important role in shaping social
sustainability discourse in the built environment, especially in relation to the
consideration of social capital (Cuthill, 2003, 2010). Moreover, social capital, or
the social structures and networks upon which people depend, is an implicit
element within Bacon, Cochrane, and Woodcraft’s (2012) definition of social
sustainability for a U.K. homebuilder. Others have argued, however, that within
the overall context of social sustainability in housing (particularly in the social
housing sector), social value should also be considered as being important
(Bichard, 2016; Provan, Belotti, and Power, 2016; Watson, Evans, Karvonen, and
Whitley, 2016). Although related to the notion of social capital, some view social
value as a value-based (or monetized) concept connected to the softer impacts of
organizations and programs. Wood and Deighton (2016, p. 20), for example, define
social value as: ‘‘The wider non-financial impacts of programmes, organisations
and interventions, including the wellbeing of individuals and communities, social
capital and the environment. These are typically described as ‘soft’ outcomes,
mainly because they are difficult to quantify and measure.’’
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Despite the difficulties of measuring social value objectively, a range of social
impact measures have been developed, focusing on social value outcomes at
different scales. In a built environment context, debate has crystallized around the
use of social return on investment (SROI), which has been used to assess social
value, not only in individual buildings (Watson, Evans, Karvonen, and Whitley,
2016), but also in neighborhood scale urban regeneration projects involving
housing associations or specialist social housing providers (e.g., Bichard, 2016;
Provan, Belotti, and Power, 2016; Vine et al., 2017; Higham, Barlow, Bichard,
and Richards, 2018). However, in housing, these techniques have been applied
mainly in the context of social housing providers, and not within the private
homebuilding sector, although in a recent study of new private housing, Redrow
(2018) calculated social value using wellbeing measures as a monetary tool.
Furthermore, the concept of social value implies a valuation or monetization of
the impacts of particular housing-led activities, which is a key distinguishing
feature from the wider social sustainability literature described above examining
current and future sustainability (UKGBC, 2019). In the rest of this paper, the
focus is therefore on social sustainability in housing, and not on social value.

u
u

Social Sustainability Assessment in Housing
Development: Methods and Applications

Importantly, the work discussed above acknowledges that the practical and
operational aspects of social sustainability are often not well explored, clearly
defined or well-integrated in the policy and practice of urban planning,
regeneration, and housing (Colantonio and Dixon, 2011; Vallance, Perkins, and
Dixon, 2011; Weingaertner and Moberg, 2014). However, a number of empirical
studies of social sustainability have focused on housing at a neighborhood scale
in the U.K. and internationally. These comprise two main types of study: (1) urban
form and density studies in existing housing; and (2) assessment frameworks for
new housing projects. In this section, I discuss these two types of study and the
emergence of recent international research in the field.
Urban Form and Density Studies in Existing Housing

These studies have focused on attempting to establish a relationship between the
nature of the physical urban environment (in terms of its morphology, for example,
in terms of urban form and density) and the level of social sustainability (based
on key measures of soft elements). For example, Chiu (2003), in a study of
housing in a central neighborhood of Hong Kong, developed a set of indicators
to measure social sustainability. These comprised (1) livability indicators—
internal housing conditions and external residential quality; and (2) equity
in housing distribution and consumption—affordability (private housing);
accessibility to housing markets; inadequately housed households; accessibility to
public housing; and adequacy of government subsidy in housing. Using a
combination of published data and interviews with residents, the study attempted
to measure the extent of social sustainability.
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Bramley et al. (2009) used measures of physical and non-physical social
sustainability to try to establish a link between density and the extent of social
sustainability in a study of 15 neighborhoods in five British cities. Using resident
surveys to assess perceptions of social sustainability and MCA analysis to measure
spatial structures and compactness, they showed (through statistical testing) that
broadly speaking, social outcomes relating to attachment, satisfaction, safety, and
the environment are more positive at lower densities and in less central locations,
while outcomes related to the use of local services display the opposite.
Other studies have found varying degrees of a relationship between the physical
urban environment and measures of social sustainability (e.g., Abed, 2017; Ancell
and Thompson-Fawcett, 2008; Raman, 2010; Yoo and Lee, 2016). Nevertheless,
all have used resident surveys to examine perceptions, often combined with formal
measures of urban morphology, and statistical testing to examine the strength of
these relationships with varying degrees of success.
Assessment Frameworks for New Housing Projects

More recently, work commissioned by Berkeley Group in the U.K. (Bacon,
Cochrane, and Woodcraft, 2012) scoped out and drew on this previous research
as background and context for the development of a more detailed assessment of
social sustainability for a private sector homebuilder. The focus of the Berkeley
Group framework, and the starting point for the measurement of social
sustainability, therefore was on the aspects of community strength and quality of
life that a homebuilder could reasonably be held directly accountable for (or could
influence) through relationships with public agencies (Bacon, Cochrane, and
Woodcraft, 2012; Dixon and Woodcraft, 2013). The framework therefore
incorporated three main elements (Bacon, Cochrane, and Woodcraft, 2012;
Berkeley, 2014) as shown in Exhibit 1, and based on the definition of social
sustainability provided above.
To operationalize the framework, the three different dimensions incorporated 13
different indicators (Exhibit 1). Each indicator is informed by a number of
different questions, drawn primarily from national datasets or industry-standard
assessment tools. In total, 45 different questions are used to inform the indicators.
For example, in relation to wellbeing, the following questions can be used to
compare responses on wellbeing within the housing project with comparable
places in a much larger national data set: (1) Have you recently felt that you were
playing a useful part in things?; (2) Have you been feeling reasonably happy?;
(2) How dissatisfied or satisfied are you with life overall?; and (4) Overall, how
satisfied or dissatisfied are you with your local area as a place to live?
The results of household surveys in the new housing project are then compared
with responses to the same questions in three large-scale national surveys: (1)
Understanding Society, the U.K.’s largest, longitudinal household panel survey
with 40,000 participating households (2011–2012); (2) Community Life, an
annual survey based on approximately 6,000 face-to-face interviews (2012–2013);
and, (3) the British Crime Survey, an annual survey of 35,000 people (2011–
2012). The indicators from the amenities and infrastructure dimension of the
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E x h i b i t 1 u Berkeley Group Social Sustainability Indicators
Component of Social
Sustainability

Focus

Indicators

Benchmark Data

Amenities and
infrastructure

Past and planned attempts to
lay the foundations for a
thriving community through
housing mix, public realm,
landscaping, transport
connections, and community
infrastructure.

Community space;
transport links;
distinctive character;
local integration;
street layout;
adaptable space.

Based on structure and
scoring system of the
CABE Building for Life
survey.

Social and cultural life

Illustrates the present, how
people experience the
development and how this
contributes to their quality of
life, perceptions of safety,
feelings of belonging and
interaction with neighbors.

Links with neighbors;
wellbeing; feelings
of safety; local
facilities.

Understanding
Society;
Community Life
British Crime Survey.

Voice and influence

Residents’ potential to shape
their future through
opportunities to engage and
influence the built
environment and shape their
everyday lives.

Willingness to act;
ability to influence.

Understanding
Society:
Community Life
British Crime Survey.

Note: The table is adapted from Bacon, Cochrane, and Woodcraft (2012).

framework were created by selecting questions from the Building for Life20
assessment tool, an industry standard that is endorsed by the U.K. government;
from the Public Transport Accessibility Level (PTAL) tool (an assessment used
widely in London); and from additional sources of secondary data about residents’
travel habits. Additionally, a number of questions were created for this dimension
where appropriate questions did not exist.
The benchmarking method uses the Office for National Statistics’ Output Area
Classification (OAC) and the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) classifications
to identify the average responses for areas that share the same OAC social profile
and IMD ranking. This approach enables comparison between the average
responses of people living in a development, to the benchmark, which are the
average responses of people with a similar social profile in comparable areas.2 A
RAG (red-amber-green) rating system is used to provide a simple graphic
representation of the results, where green indicates a positive result that is higher
or better than would be expected; amber a satisfactory result in line with the
benchmark for a comparable place; and red a negative response, lower than would
be expected. The RAG rating system was adopted to present the results in a form
that is practical and meaningful for different audiences, and to enable presentation
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E x h i b i t 2 u RAG for Kidbrooke Village

Note: The source is Bacon, Cochrane, and Woodcraft (2012).

of a range of responses rather than a single social sustainability score (Bacon,
Cochrane, and Woodcraft, 2012).
An example is given in Exhibit 2. This shows Kidbrooke Village in the Royal
Borough of Greenwich, South East London. The development is a £1 billion
regeneration project which, over the next 15–20 years, will create a new suburban
community on the site of the former Ferrier Estate. It is currently one of the
largest regeneration projects in the U.K. and has been planned to provide a new
mixed-tenure, mixed-used community with 4,800 homes, schools, shops, health
facilities, restaurants, offices, community facilities, and open spaces.
A social sustainability assessment was undertaken at the beginning of 2013. An
independent site survey was also carried out, and 125 residents (24% of occupied
households) were interviewed using random sampling and tenure-based quotas.
Exhibit 2 shows the resulting RAG ratings (derived from statistical comparisons
with national benchmarks) against the 13 indicators in the framework. Exhibit 2
shows that 10 of the 13 indicators are positive for Kidbrooke Village, which means
that residents’ experiences were above the benchmarks for comparable places. Two
of the indicators, adaptable space and local facilities, are rated as satisfactory,
which means a comparable experience to the benchmarks. One of the indicators,
links with neighbors, is red, meaning that the residents reported experiences below
the benchmarks for comparable places (Dixon and Woodcraft, 2013).
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Besides Kidbrooke Village, the framework has been applied in a number of
Berkeley Group developments in London and south east England, including
Empire Square (regeneration project); the Hamptons (suburban dwellings);
Imperial Wharf (urban); Knowle Village (rural/semi-rural); Beaufort Park (area
regeneration); and more recently in Saffron Square (urban); Woodberry Down
(estate regeneration); and Royal Arsenal (urban) [see Bacon, Cochrane, and
Woodcraft (2012); Woodcraft and Dixon (2013), and Berkeley Group (2015a,
2016) for a full discussion of results].
However, the Berkeley Group studies have focused exclusively on assessing the
social sustainability of the residents of the new development and did not attempt
to measure the social sustainability perceptions of neighboring residents, or the
potential impacts on them of the new housing project [or indeed on existing
residents directly affected by the new development, for example, in terms of
displacement or dilution (social mixing)].
More recently, Countryside Properties, another major U.K. homebuilder, has
adapted the same framework to assess social sustainability in a major estate
regeneration project in London (Acton Gardens) (Caistor-Arendar et al., 2017;
Dixon et al., 2019). In this case, the assessment of social sustainability focused
not only on the new residents taking up occupation, but also the neighboring and
existing residents in the surrounding area. In parallel, the work was supported by
a survey of residents across the estate and neighboring areas as to their perceptions
and attitudes towards the estate regeneration.
Recent International Research

Since the Berkeley Group framework was developed, several other studies have
emerged that attempt to develop measures for the social sustainability of housing
in different contexts internationally. Shirazi and Keivani (2018), for example, have
developed a triad system for measuring existing residential neighborhoods. Their
model focuses on soft infrastructure or non-physical factors (neighboring), hard
infrastructure or physical factors (neighborhood), and the population profile or
demographics of the neighborhood (neighbor), and while (to date) the framework
is not yet operationalized, their review includes a discussion of what data would
be required to measure social sustainability (including survey work and census
data).
Severson and de Vos (2018) have also developed a measurement framework for
assessing social sustainability in new social and affordable housing for Capital
Region Housing projects in Alberta, Canada, which builds on the Berkeley Group
work. The authors suggest that four key dimensions of social sustainability are
important: housing standards, non-shelter needs, community integration and social
inclusion, and capacity building and resilience. Again, the data requirements are
considerable: 49 measures for 15 different indicators across the four dimensions.
Their framework focuses on basic housing needs, as well as the higher order needs
catered for in the Berkeley Group framework, but the focus is very much on social
and affordable housing. Crucially, Severson and de Vos (2018) also highlight the

u
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E x h i b i t 3 u Key Social Sustainability Measures
Dimension

Indicator

Key Measure

Housing Standards

Affordable

Percentage of priority list allocated

Non-Shelter Needs

Capacity to Support Self / Family

Change in ability to support self & family

Community Integration and
Social Inclusion

Social Inclusion

Feeling of belonging

Capacity Building and
Resiliency

Education and Capacity Building

Number of partnerships or MOUs
between housing provider and
community partner agencies

Note: The source is Severson and De Vos (2018).

importance of inter- and intra-generational equity as a key feature and point to
the importance of grounding social sustainability in the improvement of quality
of life and not simply its measurement. This means measuring social sustainability
biennially is important, so that a longitudinal picture of social sustainability is
built up. Moreover, they also point out that there are four key measures that
capture the goal of each of the four priorities and can act as high-level indicators
(Exhibit 3).
Finally, Stender and Walter (2018) used a framework based on accessibility, social
cohesion, and participatory processes to analyze two social housing estates in
Denmark. They also highlight the dangers of using social sustainability as a means
to an economic end rather than an end in itself, and that robust methods are needed
to overcome accusations of ‘‘social washing’’ (the social equivalent of ‘‘green
washing’’). Building on the Berkeley Group work and the social sustainability
framework described above, their research highlighted the need to integrate such
measures of social sustainability with assessment tools such as the Danish DGNB
certification system. The first Danish version of the German DGNB certification
was launched in the spring of 2012, and is a result of a large voluntary effort
from experts in the field and organizations related to the building industry. The
German criteria have been adapted and reviewed to fit the Danish standards, law,
and in practice (DGNB, 2019). The researchers compared the ex post social
sustainability of two new housing estates with the original DGNB assessment(s).
The latter has a sociocultural and functional quality measure for social
sustainability, which includes social and functional diversity, social and
commercial infrastructure, safety, urban life, noise reduction, supply of
recreational areas, accessibility, flexibility, urban integration, urban form, and
usage of existing structure and art in public places. Stender and Walter suggested
that the DGNB assessment procedure could be modified to also take into account
initiatives that preserve and integrate existing social networks; janitorial staff who
act as operators of the assets as well as facilitators for social networks and digital
platforms; and to also incorporate better ways of measuring overall integration in
social housing.
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E x h i b i t 4 u Conceptualization of Social Sustainability in New Neighborhood Scale Housing
Projects

u

Discussion and Review
Social Sustainability: Benchmarking and Availability of Data

The development of a social sustainability assessment framework for new housing
projects raises a number of important issues and challenges. It is therefore
important to understand the conceptualization of the research problem. Adopting
the physical/non-physical categorization of social sustainability, which is at the
heart of much of the relevant literature in the field, in Exhibit 4 I summarize the
key elements that should be understood in terms of measuring social sustainability
in new housing development where there is an existing community. This
conceptualization builds on the work developed for the Berkeley Group (Bacon,
Cochrane, and Woodcraft, 2012). However, it stresses the importance of assessing
the impact of new housing projects on residents who may be displaced as the
estate regeneration continues (a process often referred to in relevant literature as
gentrification), and also the neighboring residents who, although not displaced,
may feel the community has been impacted and the local environment changed,
for better or for worse (Lees, 2014a, 2014b; Bouzarowski, Franowski, and Herrero,
2018). This framework therefore provides a major challenge for homebuilders to
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go beyond the aim of simply examining the impact of development on the new
residents moving into the development, but to also focus on the social impacts
for the existing community (Dixon et al., 2019).
It should be noted that the starting point for the Berkeley Group framework is to
incorporate those elements of social sustainability that a homebuilder could
influence, and so excludes such elements as health and social equity and is
relatively limited in its focus (Bacon, Cochrane, and Woodcraft, 2012). In other
words, the definition of social sustainability on which the framework is anchored
is very specific and is linked to those elements for which a homebuilder could
directly be accountable, or could influence through partnerships with public
agencies. There may also be tensions between the outcomes of the social
dimension and economic and environmental sustainability that need to be
monitored, and for developers and homebuilders to avoid and overcome social
washing accusations (Severson and de Vos, 2018; Stender and Walter, 2018). It is
therefore a particular perspective on social sustainability that is highly mediated
and relies on the selective inclusion of policy goals and professional practices to
make it operational (Woodcraft, 2016). Nevertheless, the Berkeley Group
framework does seem to offer the potential for homebuilders and local authorities
to engage with residents directly in assessing social sustainability in a pragmatic,
comparative, and measurable way, provided it is adapted and improved to include
an assessment of displacement, and examines the impacts on the existing
community explicitly and directly.
The Berkeley Group assessment framework has the advantage of offering a way
of benchmarking projects internally and against comparable places using large
census datasets. This seems to be a distinctive feature of the framework in
comparison with, for example, recent frameworks highlighted by other authors in
different contexts (see, for example, Stender and Walter, 2018). The Berkeley
Group framework (and indeed other neighborhood assessment frameworks) also
offers the advantage of measuring social sustainability not as a monetized rate of
return (in contrast to the SROI) but by measuring the perceptions of residents
directly. Indeed, as Severson and de Vos (2018) also point out, SROI is a single
point value and does not examine current and future social sustainability per se.
This is an important distinction because there has been evidence of the term
‘‘social sustainability’’ being ‘‘conflated’’ and confused with social value in some
of the recent literature (Serin, Kenny, White, and Samuel, 2018; UKGBC, 2018).
Yet the two terms are distinct and measurable concepts: with social value implying
monetization and social sustainability, an indicator-based assessment (UKGBC,
2019).
Nonetheless one of the major practical challenges in constructing such a
framework is also in combining the different types of data that underpin each
indicator (Bacon, Cochrane, and Woodcraft, 2012; Woodcraft, 2016). In the
Berkeley Group framework studies, data were selected to contribute different
insights and perspectives to the framework, based on the available national
datasets. The site survey work in the Berkeley Group case study sites focused on
predicting the likely outcomes for residents, based on the well-established
assumptions and experience of urban design practitioners, which is that good
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design and provision of community facilities will have a positive impact on
outcomes for residents. The residents’ surveys also attempted to measure what
happens in communities when an estate is regenerated, for example. Also, the data
included in the social and cultural life dimension is used to investigate how people
feel about their neighborhood, their neighbors, and their own well-being. Finally,
the residents’ survey also attempted to look ahead to capture data about whether
residents are willing and able to have a say in shaping the future of their local
area (voice and influence).
Improving and Developing Existing Assessment Frameworks for
New Housing

The discussion above raises three important issues for developing the framework.
First, a key criticism of the use of social sustainability in U.K. mixed community
policy has been that estate regeneration has actually undermined existing
communities through displacement and enforced social mixing (see above). There
is evidence to suggest that this has been a problem in a number of major London
estate regeneration projects (Lees, 2014a; Watt and Minton, 2016). Overlooking
this within a social sustainability assessment of new housing projects risks
underplaying the importance of long-term social capital in a community. It is
therefore important that displacement of residents (and dilution) is explicitly
measured and acknowledged if such studies are to gain credibility (Exhibit 4).
This is also a point raised by Bouzarowski, Franowski, and Herrero (2018) in
relation to Gdansk in Poland and the low carbon gentrification (or renoviction) of
a major neighborhood energy renovation program.
The transparent reporting of displacement is therefore essential. Although it is
difficult to construct an explicit measure for this in the existing framework, not
least because of the difficulties of benchmarking against other developments,
reporting on raw numbers (where data availability permits) is possible. In Acton
Gardens, for example, the estate regeneration program has a ‘‘right to remain’’
policy in place, which means that social housing tenants with secure tenancies
who need to move as part of the regeneration program are offered the choice of
moving to a new home being built on the South Acton estate, or an alternative
Ealing Council property outside the estate (Dixon et al., 2019). Some 62% of
secure Ealing Council tenants have opted to move into a new L&Q property within
Acton Gardens to date. However, this does not include existing Ealing council
leaseholders who have opted to buy a shared equity property with L&Q, or
residents who moved as part of the early regeneration (and for which data are
currently unavailable). The number of residents choosing to remain living in South
Acton has also increased in the past two years (to 2017), and 360 leaseholders
have been offered the option of either owning a new property on the estate,
through a shared equity lease, or being offered full market value for their current
property with an additional 10% compensation (Mayor of London, 2016). It will
be important to monitor and report on displacement of residents alongside the
indicators in the framework. Second, a framework for measuring social
sustainability in new housing projects should also be able to track and monitor
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social sustainability periodically over time (e.g., every two to three years). Detailed
interviewing is time-consuming and costly, however, and of course the more
frequent the surveys, the higher the costs. Longitudinal tracking of social
sustainability in this way does, nonetheless, enable the trajectory of social
sustainability to be monitored and assessed over time. Indeed, the framework
suggested by Severson and de Vos (2018) for social and affordable housing also
places a strong emphasis on longitudinal, biennial measurement.
Third, this process of monitoring and evaluation also presupposes that reflexivity
is embedded in the design process and that the homebuilders will use the results
to reconfigure practice and design during the development process. Encouragingly,
for example, Acton Gardens LLP (the development partnership that includes the
homebuilder Countryside Properties) has made public commitments to respond to
the recent research conducted, and highlighted four main areas they will act on:
supporting residents in new housing to help them settle in the neighborhood;
ensuring that existing residents of the South Acton Estate fully understand the rehousing process; accommodating local organizations offering important support
services to the community; and recognizing the value that residents place on their
relationships with friends and neighbors in the area (Dixon et al., 2019). The
efforts to improve information provision and engagement with residents (e.g., in
relation to phasing) has also increased because of the research findings: the
community board is now larger and more diverse, and there are more resident
forums and housing surgeries for residents. There is also due to be a new
assessment of social sustainability published for Acton Gardens in 2019 in order
to track and monitor progress longitudinally (Social Life, 2019).

u

Conclusion

The development of a recent U.K. social sustainability assessment frameworks for
new housing projects builds on other social sustainability studies at the
neighborhood level in the built environment, which have adopted an ex post focus.
This comes at a time when a mixed communities policy in the U.K., and the
concept of social sustainability itself, face growing criticisms not only related to
the motives and intentions of homebuilders, but also the fact that social
sustainability discourse itself is highly mediated and relies on the selective
inclusion of particular elements by U.K. homebuilders. Ultimately such
assessment frameworks are useful tools but require further development to assess
social sustainability more objectively through: (1) a focus on both new and
existing residents in the overall neighborhood when new housing projects impact
existing communities (e.g., in a major estate regeneration); (2) an explicit
consideration of displacement and social mix both before and after the new
housing development; and (3) the long-term monitoring of social sustainability
through continuing regular assessment. This is also important to consider in the
light of new and emerging research (albeit in different housing contexts) from, for
example, Denmark and Canada.
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Endnotes
1

2

u

u

This paper provides a critical review of relevant frameworks. For full results, the reader
is referred to the relevant reports and publications included in the references, including
those by the Berkeley Group.
To test whether responses from residents were different from the comparable area, a ztest for difference in proportions is carried out, with the survey questions as dependent
variables (specifically the percentage answering positively to each question), and whether
respondents were residents, or part of national or comparable place groups, as the
independent variable. For each level of comparison, analysis of national and comparable
place groups was carried out, selecting only those individuals that were members of the
required comparison group.
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