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Abstract 

Growing significance of neighbourhoods in different areas of urban planning, along with the 

increasing attention to the social dimension of sustainable communities and societies, 

emphasizes the need for conceptualizing socially sustainable neighbourhoods. This article first 

critically reflects on the concept of socially sustainable neighbourhoods in two areas of 

definition and operationalization. It then proposes a tripartite framework for measuring social 

sustainability of urban neighbourhoods which combines three elements of neighbourhood, 

neighbouring, and neighbours. This framework is tested, examined, and discussed in the case 

of Bethnal Green, London. The findings are integrated into a Social Sustainability Enhancement 

Index which encompasses practical recommendations to promote social sustainability of 

Bethnal Green. The article concludes with highlighting research and policy implications of the 

proposed framework, and suggests some methodological improvements for the future research. 
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1. Introduction 

The three-dimensional tripartite structure of sustainable development as the meeting point of 

three pillars of ecology, economy, and society (equity) has been subject to criticism. Some 

scholars accept the triad structure but argue for a balanced emphasis on the three integral 

components  (Dale and Newman, 2010; Winston and Pareja Eastaway, 2008). Others from a 

revisionary standpoint either add one or more pillars to the classic triad of sustainable 

development, such as culture, liveability, governance, politics, and ethical values, and propose 

four-pillar or multi-pillar structures, or introduce alternative schemes and frameworks (Leal 

Filho et al., 2016; Soini and Birkeland, 2014; Psarikidou and Szerszynski, 2012). Despite these 

critiques, the social dimension of sustainable development remains a valid component of urban 

sustainability (Shirazi and Keivani, 2017; Peterson, 2016; Opp, 2016). 

In line with the growing significance of urban neighbourhoods in different areas of urban 

planning and design (Galster, 2019; Brownill and Bradley, 2017; Bradley, 2017; Pagano, 2015; 

Davoudi and Madanipour, 2015), social sustainability of urban neighbourhoods attracts 

attention of researchers and policy makers for different reasons. Firstly, some scholars introduce 

neighbourhood as a practical scale for urban administration and urban governance and a proper 

urban territory to tackle different social problems such as poverty, social exclusion, 

gentrification, etc. (Pagano, 2015; Durose and Lowndes, 2010; Lowndes and Sullivan, 2008; 

Lawless, 2006; Alcock, 2004; Kearns and Parkinson, 2001; Chatterton and Bradley, 2001). 

Secondly, approaching neighbourhood as a practical scale for intervention has convinced local 

or national authorities to propose a large number of neighbourhood-oriented initiatives and 

programmes which have direct social impacts on the urban life of the inhabitants, such as 

renewal projects and regeneration programmes (Bailey and Pill, 2011; Lawless et al., 2010; 

McDonald et al., 2009; Atkinson, Rowland and Kintrea, 2002; Dobbs and Moore, 2002; 

Sullivan, 2001; Atkinson, Rowland and Kintrea, 2000; Kleinman, 1999). Thirdly, influenced 

by the concept of  ‘sustainable communities’   which has developed as a prototype for 

sustainable development (Roseland, 2012; Hempel, 1999), developers and policy makers have 

introduced ‘sustainable neighbourhoods’ as model sustainable developments that create 

socially sustainable environments (Lees, 2014; Winston, 2014; Lafferty, 2014; Cochrane, 2012; 

Brownill and Carpenter, 2009; Roseland, 2012; Mazmanian and Kraft, 1999). Fourthly, 

neighbourhoods have been understood as a site for achieving vibrant, cohesive societies which 

deliver high qualities of life (Walton et al., 2008a; Kennett and Forrest, 2006; Christensen and 

O’Brien, 2003; Stafford et al., 2003; Forrest and Kearns, 2001). Finally, it is a long-standing 

scholastic question to know which type of urban neighbourhoods, in terms of socio-spatial 
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characteristics, are socially more sustainable, and to which directions urban neighbourhoods 

should envision their future (re)development schemes (Jenks and Jones, 2010; Raman, 2010; 

Bramley and Power, 2009; Jabareen, 2006; Parkes et al., 2002; Jenks et al., 1996).  

Debates on socially sustainable neighbourhoods face a two-fold challenge should advance in 

three directions. On the one hand, although a large body of knowledge has been recently 

produced on this topic so that “urban social sustainability discourse has moved from an ‘under-

theorised’ status to an ‘insufficiently theorised’ status”, more theoretical research should be 

conducted to consolidate the discourse and advance its theory (Shirazi and Keivani; 2019a, p. 

216). On the other hand, there is a need to develop working frameworks (Yoo and Lee, 2016; 

Landorf, 2011), particularly for the neighbourhood scale, that can enable assessment of basic 

qualities of a socially sustainable neighbourhood in a given urban setting. As will be noted later, 

scholars have suggested working definitions and evaluation frameworks for measuring social 

sustainability of urban neighbourhoods and successfully applied to various case studies. 

However, there is a need to build on these efforts and develop frameworks that offer a more 

comprehensive structure of analysis that link qualitative and quantitative aspects of social 

sustainability. Moreover, evaluation frameworks can be utilised by policy-makers, planners, 

and designers as an analytical and explanatory tool to identify existing social sustainability 

challenges of a given context (here, urban neighbourhoods) and guide them to develop practical 

recommendations to address them. These challenges are in line with the normative nature of 

planning discipline and sustainability discourse. As an inherently normative enterprise, they are 

informed by normative values, ideas and ethics which occupy the very question of what should 

be done (Winkler and Duminy, 2016; Campbell, 2012), presuppose priority of some ethical 

judgements over others, and rests upon a search for a ‘better’ future  (Healey, 2012). The 

question to be answered is, to what extent can social sustainability, in both theory and practice, 

depart from a primarily normative paradigm and gain a context-situated character.  

The main objective of this article is to contribute to the existing body of knowledge about urban 

social sustainability and building on it to develop a framework for measuring social 

sustainability of urban neighbourhoods. Furthermore through its application to a case study to 

show how this framework can identify current challenges and provide us with reliable data to 

develop policy and practical recommendations to promote social sustainability. To achieve this, 

we first review recent debates on social sustainability and underline its theoretical and practical 

achievements and challenges. This paves the way for conceptualising social sustainability for 

urban neighbourhoods. Then, building on existing work about social sustainability of urban 

neighbourhoods, we propose a working definition and an evaluation framework for measuring 
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social sustainability of urban neighbourhoods. This framework is tested, examined, and 

discussed in a pilot case study neighbourhood, Bethnal Green, London. The findings serve as a 

platform for making practical policy, planning, and design recommendations through which the 

social sustainability value of Bethnal Green could be improved. We conclude the article with 

highlighting research and policy implications of the proposed framework, and suggest some 

methodological improvements for future research. 

2. Social Sustainability in Theory and Practice  

It has been often argued that “there is a relatively limited literature that focuses specifically on 

social sustainability” (Dempsey et al., 2011), so that scholars call for a comprehensive study of 

this concept and further theoretical investigations (Opp, 2016; Colantonio and Dixon, 2011; 

Cuthill, 2010). Our review of the existing literature confirms the argument of Manzi et al (2010, 

p. 1) that “different people mean different things when they discuss social sustainability.” In 

fact, the concept has been approached and defined from different standpoints and perspectives: 

an engine for fostering cultural development and diversity; a process for achieving a sustainable 

future; a practical tool for urban policy to improve quality of life; a tool for fair distribution of 

urban goods; a framework for supporting individual and collective well-being of the 

inhabitants; a platform for practicing equity and democracy for all the people; and capacity 

building for individuals and society to address ecological and spatial inequalities. This diversity 

of interpretations and approaches, as Davidson (2010) puts it, is not only inevitable but also 

desirable. It grants the concept of social sustainability a fluidity which makes it appropriate for 

reflecting on diverse aspects and complex nature of urban societies. This fluidity and flexibility 

presents social sustainability as ‘a constructive dialogical arena’: “It presents itself as a bridge 

language, a lingua franca, to establish, maintain, and promote dialogue and communication” 

(Shirazi and Keivani, 2019a, p. 217).    

A number of scholars have successfully developed evaluation frameworks and a set of 

indicators to measure social sustainability of the built environment. A review of these 

operationalisation efforts guides us to four key observations. Firstly, social sustainability has 

been approached both as a substantive and relational criterion. Here while some studies intend 

to study social sustainability qualities in a given context (Lang, 2019; Hamiduddin and Adelfio, 

2019; Landorf, 2019; Opp, 2016; Harris and Weiner, 1998; Bacon et al., 2012; Colantonio and 

Dixon, 2011; Chan and Lee, 2007; Chiu, 2003a), others investigate the relation of social 

sustainability indicators to other physical or non-physical dimensions of the built environment 

such as density, urban design, and planning (Netto et al., 2019; Shirazi and Keivani, 2019b; 
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Karuppannan and Sivam, 2011; Jenks and Jones, 2010; Raman, 2010; Dave, 2010; Bramley et 

al., 2009; Bramley and Power, 2009; Burton, 2000a; Yiftachel and Hedgcock, 1993a). 

Secondly, social sustainability has a multiscalar character and hence is relevant to different 

territories from the regional (e.g. urban region) to the local (e.g. residential complex) scale 

(Shirazi and Keivani, 2017). Thirdly, operationalisation of social sustainability has been 

exercised as developing a number of indicators, the quantity (number) and nature (e.g. physical 

or non-physical) of which is determined by the goal (objective) and scale (territorial coverage) 

of the inquiry (Dempsey et al., 2011; Bramley et al., 2009; Boschmann and Kwan, 2008; Chiu, 

2004). Fourthly, social sustainability indicators have shifted from primarily quantitative 

qualities to predominantly qualitative ones, and this reflects the substantial capacity of the social 

sustainability concept in addressing non-physical needs of a sustainable environment (Shirazi 

and Keivani, 2019a; Colantonio and Dixon, 2011). 

These observations in both theory and practice of social sustainability provide us with helpful 

pointers to propose our working definition for socially sustainable neighbourhoods, and 

develop a working framework for measuring and assessing social sustainability of urban 

neighbourhoods in the following sections. 

3. Socially Sustainable Neighbourhoods, Definition and Indicators 

In one of our previous works a qualitative meta-analysis of 73 studies (for details see: Shirazi 

and Keivani, 2017) revealed two informative characteristics of social sustainability. Firstly, 

despite diversity and ambiguity of definition, social sustainability has been conceptualised 

around a number of key principles such as equity, democracy and social engagement, social 

inclusion and social mix, social interaction, sense of place, safety and security, and quality of 

the built environment and dwelling. Secondly, social sustainability embraces both non-physical 

aspects of the built environment —for example human interaction (Yiftachel and Hedgcock, 

1993b), sense of community (McKenzie, 2004), social interaction (Dempsey, Nicola et al., 

2011; Bramley and Power, 2009)—and physical aspects —for example access to urban services 

(McKenzie, 2004), urban infrastructure (Bacon et al., 2012), and internal and external housing 

conditions (Chiu, 2004). This indicates that a socially sustainable environment has a dialectical 

character: it is a locality where physical qualities and standards are positively perceived, highly 

valued, and interactively utilised by the inhabitants through sustaining and endurable social 

practices, and a place where substantial social qualities are sustained, highly valued, and vividly 

exercised within an urban setting of high physical quality. This provides us with a critical clue: 

qualitative and quantitative dimensions of social sustainability are interlinked and 
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interconnected. To achieve an integrative structure, we suggest a conceptual framework that 

builds on studies in which social sustainability of neighbourhoods has been defined and tested 

in different case studies (e.g. Dempsey, et al., 2012; Dempsey et al., 2011; Bramley et al., 2009) 

and intend to advance it through bringing together quantitative and qualitative qualities into a 

single framework that enables a more comprehensive understanding from the dynamics of 

social sustainability. To do so, and building on the key principles and abovementioned 

arguments extracted from the literature, we conceptualise socially sustainable neighbourhoods 

as localities where both physical and non-physical qualities are highly valued and interactively 

practiced by the inhabitants. This definition suggests a three-pillar structure: the space within 

which social sustainability is practiced and evaluated (neighbourhood), the practice of social 

qualities by the inhabitants (neighbouring), and the people who exercise these practices 

(neighbours). In this sense, social sustainability of neighbourhood is the interaction between 

the three pillars of ‘neighbourhood’, ‘neighbouring’, and ‘neighbours’. 

The ‘neighbourhood’ pillar investigates physical qualities of the neighbourhood space and thus 

is a matter of urban form. Drawing on a thematic analysis of a large number of studies on urban 

form (42 in total) and building on the relevant studies at the neighbourhood scale (e.g. Nedovic-

Budic et al., 2016; Karuppannan and Sivam, 2011; Dempsey et al., 2010) we propose five 

indicators of density, mixed land use, urban pattern and street network, building typology, and 

quality of centre for measuring the ‘neighbourhood’ pillar of social sustainability (See Table 

1). 

Density quantifies the concentration of individuals (e.g. population density) or physical 

structures (e.g. building density) within a specific territorial area, using a set of conventional 

measures (Grosvenor and O’Neill, 2014). Although primarily a quantitative measure, density 

is associated with different social dimensions such as sense of attachment (Nasar and Julian, 

1995), and social equity (Dave, 2010; Burton, 2000; Williams,  et al., 1996). Mixed land use 

addresses the combination of different functions in a determined place and their proximity and 

diversity (Foord, 2010; Rodenburg and Nijkamp, 2004). It brings close together local services 

needed for neighbourhood residents and enhances access to basic urban amenities (Foord, 2010; 

Jabareen, 2006). Urban pattern investigates spatial arrangement and configuration of different 

urban elements including streets, blocks, and buildings (Dempsey et al., 2010) and describes 

connectivity, integration, and permeability of space (Hillier, 2002, 1996). Building typology 

studies diversity of buildings based on common formal characteristics (Scheer, 2010). Type 

(e.g. detached, semi-detached, terraced, etc.), height (e.g. low-rise, high-rise), age (e.g. pre-war, 

post-war, etc.), function (e.g. residential, office, educational, etc.), and style (e.g. Victorian) are 
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common categories for typologizing buildings. Quality of the centre investigates spatial 

qualities of the neighbourhood’s focal point in order to explore both spatial potentialities and 

physical shortcomings of the neighbourhood centre and its capacity in providing needed 

services.  It covers a wide range of issues such as land use (e.g. vertical and horizontal land use 

of the building plots around the neighbourhood centre), spatial configuration (e.g. size and 

connectivity to the neighbourhood space), environmental qualities (e.g. cleanliness, green 

space), and infrastructure (e.g. sufficient urban facilities, furniture, play grounds). 

The ‘neighbouring’ pillar of social sustainability triad investigates non-physical qualities of 

neighbourhood with social implications, such as social ties and relations, public engagement, 

sense of attachment, and feeling of security, to name but a few (Skjaeveland et al., 1996; 

Greider and Krannich, 1985). An analysis of 33 studies which investigate different modes of 

neighbouring suggest some pointers to identify the most relevant indicators. Firstly, the concept 

of ‘neighbouring’ has been theorised, discussed, and developed around some key factors such 

as equal accessibility; democracy, participation, and civic society; social inclusion and mix; 

social networking and interaction; livelihood and sense of place; safety and security; human 

well-being and quality of life. Moreover, the scale factor is a decisive criterion for selecting 

relevant indicators (Shirazi and Keivani, 2017): some social factors such as employment are 

more relevant to the city and region scale than the local. Based on the findings of the analysis 

and considering the objective and scale of our research we propose seven indicators for 

measuring ‘neighbouring’ pillar of social sustainability: access to facilities, social networking 

and interaction, safety and security, sense of attachment, participation, neighbourhood quality 

perception, and home quality perception (see Table 1).  

Access to facilities addresses two issues: availability of key urban amenities needed at the 

neighbourhood level for the neighbourhood residents, and equal accessibility of these 

amenities to all the members of the community, including ethnic minorities, disabled, elderly, 

and children. In other words, accessibility implies a fair distribution of basic urban services 

across the neighbourhood space (Talen, 2003; Barton, 2000b). At the neighbourhood scale, 

accessibility of amenities should be evaluated on the basis of walkability of destination 

(Talen, 2003); some scholars have suggested minimum accessibility standards for local 

facilities with different density patterns (Tsou et al., 2005; Barton et al., 2010). Social 

interaction and networking addresses the interaction between two or more individuals, and 

covers a range of non-verbal or verbal interrelationships which may lead to strong social 

networks and better quality of life (Argyle, 2007). Social interaction contributes to stronger 

social networks and better quality of life (Kavanaugh et al. 2005). Despite the change in 
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networking patters due to digital technology (Kraut et al. 2006; Brignall and Van Valey 

2005), neighbourhood space still accommodates different types of socialising activities and 

social interaction (Shirazi, 2018). The feeling of safety and security is related to the external 

and internal threats; a safe neighbourhood is attractive for the people, particularly children 

and elderly, and encourages people to socialise in the public spaces (Brounen et al., 2012; 

Raco, 2007). Feeling of safety at the neighbourhood scale covers a range of issues such as 

traffic safety particularly for children and elderly (Dempsey, et al., 2012; Bennett et al., 

2007), and feeling safe against different types of crime particularly at night and for more 

vulnerable residents (Foster et al., 2010; Carver et al., 2008).  

Sense of attachment and belonging is about sense of place; identifying ourselves with the 

place and feeling attached to it (Relph, 1976). This attachment could be our engagement with 

the physical space and our identification with spatial qualities and environmental 

characteristics, or our connectivity with the community members based on shared values, 

common interests, and human ties (Rogers and Sukolratanametee, 2009). People who identify 

themselves with their ‘place’ and have a high sense of attachment are more likely to conserve 

it and stay for a long period there (Elkin et al., 1991; Comstock et al., 2010). Participation is 

related to the level of engagement of residents in dealing with neighbourhood problems, their 

active involvement in neighbourhood-related initiatives and NGOs, and is an indication of 

community vibrancy (Teernstra and Pinkster, 2016; Michels and De Graaf, 2010). 

Neighbourhood participation is exercised through different types of activities such as local 

elections, charity activities, neighbourhood-related initiatives, protests and social 

mobilisation, and active membership in NGOs. Studies show that different factors affect the 

level of community participation, such as the age, gender, length of residency, education, and 

social networks (Weingaertner and Moberg, 2014; Dekker, 2007). Neighbourhood quality 

studies to what extent residents are satisfied with their immediate environment (Oktay et al., 

2009; Walton et al., 2008b). It can cover residents’ perception of a range of neighbourhood 

characteristics and qualities. For example, physical quality of the neighbourhood includes 

maintenance, architectural character, landscaping, cleanness, and quietness (Sirgy and 

Cornwell, 2002; Lee et al., 2016). Quality of neighbourhood is also about the feeling of 

residents regarding crowding, or perceived density which is subjective and differs from 

physical density that was introduced earlier as an indicator for measuring neighbourhood 

pillar (Dave, 2011). Studies show that higher neighbourhood quality is associated with 

neighbourhood satisfaction and feeling of safety and security (Lovejoy et al., 2010; Austin et 

al., 2002). Finally, home quality perception is an indication of the degree of congruence 
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between the actual and the desirable home conditions and residents’ perception of different 

aspects of home (Byun and Ha, 2016; Barreira et al., 2016). It is both about the residents’ 

satisfaction with the quality of interior space, including size of rooms and spatial arrangement 

of rooms, and the quality of immediate exterior such as sense of privacy, noise, and green 

space. Studies show that low level of home satisfaction can have negative impacts on health, 

social relations, privacy, and education (Dave, 2011).  

The ‘neighbours’ pillar (see Table 1). studies population profile of the neighbourhood 

inhabitants in order to gain an in-depth knowledge about the residents with regard to age/gender 

distribution, ethnicity mix, length of residency, household size, household type, house 

ownership, household income, employment status, accommodation type and characteristics, 

and education status. This is achieved through a major indicator of ‘social mix’ and shows the 

state of neighbourhood diversity according to socioeconomic status (Galster and Friedrichs, 

2015). This indicator provides valuable insights from the people who use the neighbourhood 

space (neighbourhood pillar), and exercise social activities and generate social space 

(neighbouring pillar). In case several neighbourhoods are studied and a comparative analysis is 

required, some aspects of the ‘neighbourhood pillar’ such as level of deprivation could be 

investigated in more details, as it can explain how different aspects of deprivation correlate with 

other indicators of ‘neighbourhood’ and ‘neighbouring’. Studies show that  Existing national 

or local area deprivation studies could be a valuable source for the analysis, such as the Index 

of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) which is the official measure of relative deprivation for small 

areas in England (available here: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-indices-of-

deprivation-2015). As will be explained later, these data would help us to understand results 

derived from neighbouring and neighbourhood indicators. 

4. Methodology: A Framework for Measuring Social Sustainability of Neighbourhoods 

The proposed definition was developed into a framework for measuring social sustainability, 

and was tested in the case of Bethnal Green neighbourhood in London utilising a multimethod 

approach for addressing different aspects of the work. Different characteristics, some of which 

will be elaborated later, make Bethnal Green an appropriate case for testing the methodology: 

as part of East London it has a strong tradition of community urban life; it has been subject to 

different re-development programmes; it has experienced social change towards a diverse social 

profile in terms of ethnicity, religion, and economic status; and it has a diverse physical 

environment in terms of land use. Being aware of the conceptual debates on the nature and 

definition of neighbourhoods, and practical complexity of delineating neighbourhood 
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boundaries (Brindley et al., 2018; Park and Rogers, 2015; Coulton et al., 2013; Jenks and 

Dempsey, 2007), to define neighbourhood area we first delineated a tentative border line 

informed by historical evolution, recent urban transformation, and spatial characteristics of the 

area such as main- infrastructure and major traffic arteries. Interviews with 15 neighbourhood 

residents in the later stages of the research who were asked to draw their perception from 

neighbourhood boundaries showed that the proposed borders to a great extent match their 

mental map regarding the neighbourhood area and limit. 

We developed the proposed tripartite structure in to a 4-stage framework including data 

collection, data processing, analysis, and recommendation. For measuring and processing 

‘neighbourhood’ pillar (based on five identified indicators) data were collected from available 

sources such as national census, local surveys, GIS maps, and Ordnance Survey Maps, 

completed by intensive fieldwork. This included building by building on-site observation for 

collecting data regarding their physical characteristics such as number of floors and land use, 

as well as the usage pattern of neighbourhood space, quality of green space, urban furniture, 

etc.  Collected data were processed by ArcMap Software which enabled us to run different 

enquiries and produce informative illustrations and maps with valuable information regarding 

density, land use, and building typology. We used Depthmap Software for studying 

configurational properties of urban structure, measuring the relationship between urban 

components, and investigating the level of integration of the Bethnal Green neighbourhood at 

the local and global (city) scale (Hillier, 2002, 1996).  

Since the ‘neighbouring’ pillar addresses different neighbouring activities exercised by the 

inhabitants, we referred directly to the neighbourhood inhabitants. We designed a questionnaire 

in which each indicator is developed into a set of questions in order to gain an in-depth 

knowledge regarding different aspects of each indicator (see Table 1). To gauge the eligibility 

of the questions and language used we piloted the questionnaire with a small number of 

community members (15 in total) and required amendment were made. We conducted a 

household survey across the neighbourhood. It is important to note that due to resource and 

time limitations logistically it was not possible for us to undertake a statistically representative 

random sample survey of the neighbourhood. As such we aimed to achieve an illustrative 

sample of ‘neighbouring’ indicators based on building typologies that cover different housing 

types and enable understanding social interaction under different spatial conditions and 

environmental conditions created by the different typologies (e.g., high rise apartment blocks, 

medium rise developments and terraced housing). Since neighbourhood blocks possess distinct 

spatial characters with different building typologies, this helped us identify 9 urban areas which 
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included 4 estates and residential complexes, one central area with Victorian houses, and four 

peripheral areas with mixture of residential and non-residential land uses.  Based on a spatially 

stratified non-representative systematic random sampling, we targeted distributing 250 

questionnaires using drop and collect method as it results in a higher response rate (Allred and 

Ross-Davis, 2011; Clark and Finley, 2007). A second collection round was arranged in case 

respondents couldn’t complete the questionnaire in the first collection round. In total, 216 

questionnaires were distributed based on availability and interest of the households, 100 were 

collected. This provides us with sufficient critical mass for undertaking the noted relevant 

statistical analyses for our purpose (Somekh and Lewin, 2005). Accordingly we used SPSS 

software for data processing, and run descriptive analysis, correlation analysis, and crosstabular 

analysis, to study the value and status of each indicator and the relationship between them. 

Results were scored between 0 and 200 so that each indicator got a score between 0 (lowest) 

and 200 (highest) showing the value of the indicators. This also discovered areas of concern 

and problem; the lowest indicators had the higher priority for any neighbourhood improvement 

strategy.  

Table 1 Here: Table 1: Social Sustainability Pillars, Indicators, and Measures 
 
Understanding the ‘neighbour’ pillar was achieved through available data such as census data 

and local surveys, and a more refined data collected from the questionnaires regarding the 

household status, length of residency, place of birth of household members, household type and 

ownership, etc. 

To attain a comprehensive picture of the social sustainability of Bethnal Green and gain a more 

refined understanding we conducted a cross-pillar analysis to identify any possible correlation 

and association between different indicators. Finally, the practical implications derived from 

the cross-pillar analysis paved the way for developing a ‘Social Sustainability Enhancement 

Index’ (SSEI) which consists of a set of recommendations in three areas of ‘neighbourhood’, 

‘neighbouring’, and ‘neighbours’ in order to improve basic qualities of social sustainability.  

This holistic index which is site-specific has policy, planning, and design recommendations, 

and thus covers a range of actions from strategic planning to small-scale changes interventions 

for the Bethnal Green neighbourhood. 

It is important to note that while we have not aimed for wider generalisation, the application of 

this multimethod approach with complementary qualitative and quantitative data gathering and 

analysis provide us with illustrative but extensive and robust data for better understanding of 

social sustainability indicators in the case study area. These can inform debate and policy and 
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provide the foundation for follow up and more expanded research in future. Nevertheless, we 

do acknowledge the limitations already noted and in light of the experience gained from this 

study will provide reflections on further refinement and improvement of the approach for future 

research in the concluding section of this paper.     

5. Social Sustainability of Bethnal Green 

5.1. Bethnal Green, Overview 

The case study area in Bethnal Green (35.7 ha) is located in the London Borough of Tower 

Hamlet, Bethnal Green North Ward. It is bounded by the Bethnal Green Road, Hackney Road, 

Cambridge Heath Road, and Warner Place and Squirries Street (see Fig. 1). The case study area 

was extensively built in the mid 19th century, but suffered from underemployment and decline, 

making it the poorest parish of London in 1871 (Baker, 1998). Towards the end of 19th century 

Bethnal Green turned into the heart of the East End and a destination for the displaced people 

from all over Britain and the world, leading to overcrowding associated with poverty and 

deprivation (Porter, 1996). An intensive clearance scheme was implemented in 1920s and 1930s 

(Baker, 1998). Damaged during the Second World War, the area was radically re-developed 

through erecting new estates and residential complexes. This culminated in a significant growth 

in the living standards and relative economic security (Butler and Rustin, 1996), and creation 

of a homogeneous society of mainly English working class in 1950s with strong local loyalties, 

family ties, and a matriarchal family structure (Young and Willmott, 1957). From 1980s 

onwards, Bethnal Green was slowly transforming into a socially and culturally diverse 

community (Rix, 1996), mainly due to the flow of immigration, particularly Pakistanis and later 

Bangladeshis (Pollen, 2002). A recent study shows that the area has been developed into a 

multi-ethnic neighbourhood (Dench et al., 2006). 

Fig. 1 Here: Bethnal Green case study area 

5.2. Analysis: ‘neighbours’, ‘neighbourhood’, and ‘neighbouring’ in Bethnal Green 

5.2.1 ‘Neighbours’ in Bethnal Green 

Data from the national census and household survey suggests that the case study area has around 

6,815 inhabitants, accommodated in around 2620 dwellings of different types from flats to 

terraced houses. Around 386 persons live in the participating households. Table 2 provides 

details of the participant households.  They are from different ethnic backgrounds, Bangladeshis 

making 36.7 per cent of the population, which is higher than Bangladeshi population of the 

Tower Hamlet Borough (32 per cent) and far larger than population across London (3 per cent) 
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or England (less than 1 per cent). In terms of household size, households with 6 person and 

more are 23.2 per cent which shows relatively large size families. The mean household size is 

2.60 which is slightly higher than the average household size in London (2.47 in 2011), Borough 

of Tower Hamlet (2.48 in 2011), and the Bethnal Green North ward (2.50 in 2011) where the 

study area is located (Greater London Authority, 2015; Tower Hamlet, 2012, p. 4). This is due 

to concentration of council estates and family structure in the study area. Home ownership is 

32.1 per cent, owned outright or with a mortgage. Accommodations are mainly rented, mostly 

from the public sector (47.4 per cent). The average residency length in the current flat is 13.4 

years while residency in the neighbourhood is 19.11 years. The average bedroom number is 

2.97. 4-wheel vehicle ownership is 47 per cent (55 per cent in London in 2011), 67 per cent of 

households have no bicycle. 

Table 2 here: Table 2: ‘neighbour’ profile of the participant households. 

5.2.2. ‘Neighbourhood’ in Bethnal Green 

The area has a population density of 190.8 person per hectare (pph) which is higher than the 

average in Bethnal Green North Ward (166.3 pph). This is due to several council estates located 

in the area consisting of middle to high-rise buildings. Around 17 per cent of plots are mixed 

use, mainly concentrated along Bethnal Green Road, Cambridge Heath Road and Hackney 

Road, or in the heart of the area around Winkley Street where historical buildings of mixed land 

use (workshops and accommodation) are located. 

The area is well served by the over ground train (Cambridge Heath Station, Lea Valley Lines) 

and London Tube (Bethnal Green Station, central line), and several bus routes (7 bus stops). 

There is no cycling path across the streets. Space Syntax analysis (Fig. 2) shows that at the city 

scale the Old Bethnal Green Road, Hackney Road, Cambridge Heath, and Bethnal Green Road 

are the most integrated streets, but at the local scale the Old Bethnal Green Road is a significant 

movement axis. This implies that, spatially, the intersection of the Old Bethnal Green Road and 

Canrobert Street is a potential focus point for the neighbourhood. However, Bethnal Green 

Road which is densely accommodated by diverse types of shops and other land uses remains 

the main local and regional hub. Overall, the majority of the buildings are flats (88 per cent). 

Also 34% of buildings are 3-storey height, followed by 2-storey buildings (20 per cent) and 4-

storey buildings (18 per cent).  

Fig. 2 Here: Space Syntax Analysis of choice (movement flows). Left: Normalised choice 

(radius 10,000); Right: Normalised choice (radius 200) 
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5.2.3. ‘Neighbouring’ in Bethnal Green 

Descriptive analysis of the household survey provides us with detailed information regarding 

‘neighbouring’ activities and indicators. To provide focus in the limited confines of this paper, 

we review only 3 indicators of accessibility, social interaction and networking, and 

participation. However, to assist with better understanding of broader debate we present 

summary tables for the other indicators. The neighbourhood benefits from high accessibility: 

overall, 82.6 per cent of the participants walk to reach basic urban services, from corner shop 

and post office to library and schools (see: Table 3). Cycling is the least used mean (3.1 per 

cent). 

Table 3 Here: Overall accessibility of urban services 

In terms of social interaction and networking, on average, participants know 5.29 neighbours 

by name which is higher than average in the UK which is 4 (AVIVA, 2017). 44.9 per cent of 

the participants meet and chat with their neighbours every day or at least two times per week. 

On average, participants have 7.34 friends in the neighbourhood. 21 per cent of the participants 

have no friend. While 10.6 per cent always ask their neighbours for help, 56.4 per cent of them 

are likely to ask for help. 42.1 per cent of the participants exchange help with neighbours now 

and then, 8.4 per cent very often, 27.4 per cent never. 

The average number of community-based organisations known by the participants in their 

neighbourhood is 3.1. However, 77.1 per cent of them are not members of any community-

based organisation. Around half of the participants (49 per cent) never attend any religious 

activities and 24 per cent only occasionally. People rate the will of local authorities in involving 

citizens in decision making processes as very low (25 per cent) and low (21.7 per cent). 

However, they are aware that they do not actively participate in any consultation request coming 

from the local authority (39.6 per cent rate their response as very low, 20.9 per cent as low). 

Overall, participants’ involvement in addressing neighbourhood issues and problems is low: 

34.7 per cent of the participants rate it as very low and 25.3 per cent as low. 

An overview of other neighbouring indicators could be found in the Tables 4-7. We asked all 

the participants to weight each indicator based on their importance and significance from 1 

(lowest) to 5 (highest). As Table 8 suggests, quality of home, safety and security, and access to 

facilities are the most important indicators for social sustainability from the inhabitants’ 

perspective, while participation is the least important indicator, interaction and networking 

being the second lowest. 

Table 4 Here: Feeling of safety in neighbourhood 
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Table 5 Here: Sense of attachment 

Table 6 Here: Satisfaction with neighbourhood  

Table 7 Here: Satisfaction with home 

Table 8 Here: Weight of indicators by participants  

 
Table 9 shows the overall value of each indicator in the eyes of the inhabitants scored in a range 

between 0 (lowest) and 200 (highest). This informative table suggests that access to facilities 

has the highest value, safety and security the second highest. The lowest value is for 

participation in the neighbourhood, interaction and networking is the second lowest. A 

comparison between Tables 8 and 9 provides us with some interesting insights into the life of 

residents. For example, two indicators of ‘interaction and networking’ and ‘participation in 

neighbourhood’ have the lowest grade which indicates that participants consider them as the 

least valuable element. Quality of home has the highest weight for the participants, but their 

actual perception of home (having the value of 126.3) implies that the quality of their homes is 

far from their expectations. Since the ‘values of indicators’ are positioned between 0 and 200, 

they show which indicators have the lowest standard in the eyes of residents and thus need more 

attention. As will be discussed later, this provides policymakers and practitioners with valuable 

first-hand knowledge to address real concerns of the inhabitants in their programmes and 

initiatives. 

Table 9 Here: Value of indicators  

 
5.2.4. Cross-pillar Analysis 

Reading and analysing data collected from each pillar against each other provides us with more 

holistic insights into the social sustainability of Bethnal Green. In the following, we briefly 

review some of these explorations. Overall, the Bethnal Green study area presents itself as a 

socially, ethnically, and religiously mixed community, with a relatively high presence of 

Bangladeshi people concentrated over the last couple of decades. A slightly higher household 

size (2.60 compared to the London of 2.47) reflects the family tradition of minorities in having 

larger families. There is also a mix of tenures, but a high percentage of the rented 

accommodations (47.4 per cent) are from public sector. This is because of the large-scale 

council estate and social housing developments that exist across the neighbourhood, which 

coupled with the higher household size make the area densely populated (population density 
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190.8 person per hectare) compared to the Bethnal Green North Ward (166.3 person per 

hectare). 

Despite the low level of mixed land use (only 17 per cent) and high assemblage of residential 

land use inside the case study area, basic urban facilities are mainly located within walking 

distance, largely situated across bordering southern, eastern, and northern streets. Cycling is the 

least used means for transportation (Table 3). This reflects the low share of cycling mode in 

London which was only about 2 per cent in 2015 (Transport for London, 2016) despite recent 

increase in cycling rate (Transport for London, 2016; Steinbach et al., 2011). Similar to England 

- 42 per cent bicycle ownership (Department for Transport, 2017) - the household survey shows 

that 67 per cent of households have no bicycle which implies the low level of interest in cycling. 

At the same time previous site analysis shows there is no designated cycling path within the 

neighbourhood area. Such a lack may partly explain the relatively low cycle ownership since 

as Garrard (2003) identifies it would make cycling unsafe and uncomfortable.  

The average number of neighbours known by name (5.29) which is higher than UK average 

(4), and the average number of friends in the neighbourhood (7.34) shows a relatively higher 

level of social relationship among inhabitants. This could be partly due to spatial structure of 

the neighbourhood which comprises of estates and residential complexes, as well as strong 

familial social structure (one-person household is only 14.7 per cent) particularly within the 

minority groups (Dench et al., 2006). The level of assistance and conversing between 

neighbours is not very high, but in an era of decreasing social interactions and increasing weak 

ties (Blokland, 2003; Putnam, 2000; Henning and Lieberg, 1996) one observes a relatively 

engaged level of social interaction. 

While land use maps (neighbourhood pillar) show a relatively high number of active 

community-based organisations that potentially provide space for citizen involvement and 

participation – there are 2 Churches, one Mosque, one Islamic Centre, and 5 active community 

space such as Minerva Community Centre, Zander Court and Kedleston Walk within the 

neighbourhood area – neighbourhood participation has the lowest value of ‘neighbouring’ pillar 

(see Table 9). According to the household survey, participants know on average 3.1 community-

based organisations within the neighbourhood, but 77.1 per cent are not members of any of 

them. The survey did not measure their possible involvement organizations outside 

neighbourhood. These facts indicate that the low level of neighbourhood participation is not 

peculiar to the case of Bethnal Green, but mirrors a global trend and is a world-wide challenge 

(Lane, 2005; Irvin and Stansbury, 2004). 
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A large number of literature (Karuppannan and Sivam, 2011; Dave, 2011; Howley et al., 2009), 

as well as UK-based research (Dempsey, et al., 2012; Bramley and Power, 2009; Bramley et 

al., 2009) show a negative correspondence between density and perception of home and 

neighbourhood quality. However, despite a compact urban structure and high population 

density, home and neighbourhood satisfaction in Bethnal Green is relatively high (see Tables 5 

and 7). Apartments with average bedroom number of 2.97 provide enough space for families; 

and occupiers are satisfied with neighbours. Middle-rise building pattern with generous space 

between blocks provides some space for greenery and also off-street parking places, so that 

participants show low level of dissatisfaction with parking space in Bethnal Green. The longer 

neighbourhood residency (19.11 years) compared to home residency (13.4 years) suggests that 

people would like to stay in the same area, though they may have to change their house for 

different reasons. The household survey shows that 69.8 per cent of participants have no plan 

to move out of their neighbourhood, naming good quality of neighbourhood (26.8 per cent), 

satisfaction with neighbours (26.8 per cent), and job reasons (17.1 per cent) as the main reason. 

Job reasons (16.2 per cent) and poor quality of neighbourhood (13.5 per cent) are the main 

reasons for those who want to move out. Moreover, 70.3 per cent of participants have no plan 

to change their home. Having sufficient space at home (24.8 per cent), good quality of home 

(18.4 per cent), being satisfied with the neighbourhood (16.8 per cent), and non-affordability of 

moving to a better and bigger home (14.4 per cent) are the main reasons for not changing the 

home. Those who plan to change their home refer to the lack of sufficient space at home (57.6 

per cent) and poor quality of home (18.2 per cent) as the main reasons for their intentions. 

5.2.5. Social Sustainability Enhancement Index  

Our analysis of the social sustainability of Bethnal Green provided us with an in-depth insight 

into three aspects of ‘neighbours’, ‘neighbourhood’ and ‘neighbouring’. It identified areas of 

strength and weakness, explored areas of concern from the inhabitants’ perspective, and 

suggested priorities. This body of first-hand knowledge can serve as a platform for making 

practical policy, planning, and design recommendations through which the social sustainability 

value of the study area could be improved. These suggestions, derived from the analysis of the 

household survey and informed by the literature and research studies, are integrated into a 

Social Sustainability Enhancement Index (SSEI) which could serve as a guideline for future 

development plans. This index and proposed recommendations could not be statistically 

generalised and are not necessarily applicable to other neighbourhoods: for each neighbourhood 

we need to develop a specific SSEI derived from the careful application of the proposed 

evaluation framework. Nevertheless, we feel it does add to the debate at a conceptual and policy 
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level, and provides a basis for further work in Bethnal Green and developing more bespoke 

indices in other neighbourhoods. The SSEI will be formulated in three sections of SSEI-

Neighbour, SSEI-Neighbourhood, and SSEI-Neighbouring. 

The main policy to enhance the ‘neighbour’ pillar would be implementing policies which 

safeguard the social mix and diversity of the neighbourhood which have been achieved during 

the last couple of decades. This neighbourhood, following Galster’s formula (Galster, 1998), is 

considered as mixed neighbourhood as no single group makes up more than 75 per cent of the 

population. Intensifying mixed land use (Rowley, 1996), improving quality of neighbourhood 

(Yinger, 1995), controlling gentrification and minimising displacement (Talen, 2006; Lelévrier, 

2013) could be suggested as proper policies for maintaining and balancing social mix. However, 

challenges of mixed communities, for example the problem of ‘parallel lives’ should not be 

underestimated: the literature suggests that social mix does not necessarily lead to social 

cohesion and integration, but people may leave ‘parallel lives’ with no significant social 

interaction between inhabitants of different ethnicity, race, religion, social class, etc. (Samad, 

2013; Camina and Wood, 2009; Robinson, 2007). This highlights the need for implementing 

policies which provide opportunities for interaction between socially and culturally different 

inhabitants. We would label this as SSEI-Neighbouring.  

A summary of key relevant findings and our suggestions for SSEI-Neighbourhood and SSEI-

Neighbouring have been summarised in tables 10 and 11. Suggestions are made in two 

categories of policy and planning, and design. The former underlines policy strategies and the 

latter provides design-oriented recommendations. Both of these can potentially be included in 

future developments. It should be noted, however, that some of the policy and design 

recommendations are indirectly induced from the field data in the context of our wider debate 

including cross-pillar analysis as well as literature and policy reviews. For example, in terms of 

density, as noted, the study area has higher population density than the average Bethnal Green 

Ward, because of the family tradition, larger household size, and the mid-rise to high-rise 

buildings. There is no empty land, and it is unlikely to achieve much higher population and 

building densities, unless infill development is used as a tool for densification after careful 

examination of its socio-economic and environmental consequences (Thomas and Cousins, 

1996; Schmidt-Thomé et al., 2013). There are some empty buildings which could be 

refurbished for residential and non-residential purposes, which may lead to a slightly higher 

population and building density. Another significant improvement could happen around the 

intersection of Old Bethnal Green Road and Canrobert Street to serve as the neighbourhood 

centre and communal space (Lelévrier, 2013), taking into account the capacity of Middleton 
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Park as a large green space with play grounds, a number of shops on the northern border of the 

park, and the Winkley Estate area with traditional mixed land use (workshop and residential 

units). This scheme should also include some actions such as: dedicating some shops to 

collective neighbourhood-oriented activities such as youth centres or voluntary training; 

enhancing quality of green space and upgrading existing playing facilities; holding regular 

community-based social activities; and accommodating communal activities such as 

community gardening. 

Table 10: SSEI-Neighbourhood 

Enhancing social interaction and networking as the second lowest indicator of ‘neighbouring’ 

pillar is one of the key but challenging parts of the SSEI-Neighbouring. The average number of 

neighbours known by name (5.29) which is higher than UK average (4), and the average number 

of friends in the neighbourhood (7.34) indicates that social ties, more likely due to family-

oriented, multi-ethnical structure of the neighbourhood (Dench et al., 2006), link people 

together. This may be in part related to the social and ethnic mix of the neighbourhood which 

would support Young’s (1990) assertion that social diversity and multi-ethnical structure should 

be safeguarded, and even encouraged. However, the phenomenon of ‘parallel lives,’ as noted 

earlier, should not be underestimated. Taking into account that Bethnal Green is a socially 

mixed community, a potential reason for low interaction and networking could be the ‘parallel 

lives’ within the community which hinders significant social interaction between inhabitants of 

different ethnicity, race, religion, social class, etc. In-depth and holistic ethnographic studies 

need to be conducted to investigate to what extent the phenomenon of ‘parallel lives’ affects 

level of social interaction and networking in the area. However, comparing the results of the 

household survey with available data in the UK (Office for National Statistics, 2017) indicates 

that, overall, social interaction and networking criteria are not lower than UK average and this 

suggests that the low level of social interaction and networking is a general, and globally 

observable, trend reflecting the nature of modern urban life, particularly at the neighbourhood 

scale (Blokland, 2003; Putnam, 2000; Guest and Wierzbicki, 1999; Henning and Lieberg, 

1996). However, a number of measures could help promote social interaction and networking 

at the neighbourhood scale including promoting communal activities such as communal 

gardening and community-oriented gatherings such as local festivals and club meetings to 

intensify social interaction and connectedness (Alaimo et al., 2010; Comstock et al., 2010), 

stimulating mixed land use policy to enhance social engagement and face-to-face interaction in 

public spaces and streets (Leyden, 2003), upgrading the areas around the Middleton Park 

towards a functioning neighbourhood hub as explained before, and improving quality of open 
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and green spaces to make them safer, more comfortable, and more attractive places for the 

inhabitants to use for socialising (Williams, J., 2005; Leyden et al., 2011)(Williams, J., 2005; 

Leyden et al., 2011). These measures could also potentially establish and activate weak ties and 

provide relational bridges to the networks within the neighbourhood (Chaskin and Joseph, 

2011). Two remarks need to be made here. First, the scale and intensity of mixed use should be 

carefully considered while planning for mixed use strategies. Our recommendations are in line 

with the findings of Evans et al. (2009) that developing large scale concentrated mixed use 

blocks at the local scale may produce less successful and sustainable environments. They 

suggest a more scattered and heterogeneous mixed use pattern, and our recommendations, 

taking into account urban layout and building typology of the central Bethnal Green, follow 

such a pattern. Secondly,  we are aware that physical interventions do not necessarily lead to 

predicted social consequences and thus are not advocating an ‘environmental deterministic’ 

argument, i.e.,  that there is a great correspondence between spatial design and social life (Lang, 

J. T., 1987). On the contrary, our recommendations advocate the ‘opportunistic’ argument that 

suggests physical environment only provides or precludes opportunities for interaction and 

socialisation; it creates the field of probable encounter and co-presence (Hillier, 1989, p. 13). 

Neighbourhood inhabitants’ concerns regarding feelings of safety, derived from household 

survey, have some planning and policy implications. To achieve higher safety for children on 

the street a comprehensive traffic management plan should be developed and integrated into 

the future local plan which includes traffic calming measures and dedicated pathways for 

cycling (Wheeler, 2013). A more efficient police presence is also expected by the participants  

(42.4 per cent of the participants rate the police presence as fairly weak, 13.1 per cent as very 

weak). A main consequence of mixed land use policy would be higher natural surveillance 

(Welsh and Farrington, 2009). Developing policies which protect public and private tenancy 

contracts and secure long-term residency can enhance feeling of neighbourhood attachment 

(Brown et al., 2003).  

Table 11 Here: SSEI-Neighbouring 

6. Conclusion: Research and Policy Implications 

Debates on socially sustainable neighbourhoods, as noted, is gaining growing significance in 

both research and policy arenas. To contribute to this debate, building on existing studies that 

explore different aspects of social sustainability and propose relevant indicators for 

measurement purposes,  we developed a tripartite framework that promises a more qualitative 

understanding from social sustainability, paves the way to an intersectional analysis of the 
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indicators, and can help policy-makers and designers to identify existing weaknesses and 

challenges in a given context and come up with relevant, context-oriented recommendations for 

improvement.  This framework was applied to the case study of Bethnal Green and provided  

case specific policy and design recommendations. In the concluding section, we will elaborate 

these contributions, and explore areas of concern for further research. 

The proposed definition maintains a balance between soft and hard aspects of socially 

sustainable neighbourhoods, or between perceived and conceived dimensions. If social 

sustainability of a neighbourhood is defined by the perception of the inhabitants of both physical 

and social qualities and indicators, then physical characteristics of the built environment (hard 

infrastructure) and social life of the inhabitants (social infrastructure) are constituent elements 

and components of socially sustainable neighbourhoods. 

The proposed definition suggests a tripartite structure; social sustainability of urban 

neighbourhoods is intersection of three pillars of ‘neighbourhood’, ‘neighbouring’, and 

‘neighbours.’ For each pillar we identified a set of indicators that are informed by the literature 

and existing studies in the related field and are place-specific (appropriate for urban 

neighbourhoods). The proposed definition and structure, thus, benefits from following 

characteristics: it is site-specific (addresses a specific neighbourhood), multi-dimensional and 

holistic (links conceived-perceived qualities), socio-spatial in nature, and primarily founded on 

qualitative data. This holistic and qualitative formulation of social sustainability at the 

neighbourhood scale advances previous studies that have been conducted, to some we referred 

earlier. 

We further developed the proposed definition and structure to a 4-stage evaluation framework 

based on which the social sustainability level of a neighbourhood could be analysed. This 

framework is progressive and innovative in many ways. First, it is integrative and holistic, as it 

merges the three principal elements of ‘neighbourhood’, ‘neighbouring’ and ‘neighbours’. As 

the literature suggests, the importance of inhabitants (neighbours) and the space of the urban 

setting (neighbourhood) has been widely overlooked in the social sustainability discourse. 

Secondly, it is site-specific as the defined indicators are most appropriate for the given 

neighbourhood. Thirdly, in line with the emerging ‘research paradigm’ which synthesises 

qualitative and quantitative methods and tools in order to provide “the most informative, 

complete, balanced, and useful research results” (Johnson et al., 2007, p. 29), and obtain “better 

understanding of the multifaceted and complex character of social phenomena” (Greene, 2008, 

p. 20), this research utilises a mixed methodology employing relevant quantitative and 
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qualitative methods. Fourthly, the cross-pillar analysis we suggested provides us with in-depth 

and broad knowledge of different dimensions of social sustainability. Fifthly: the suggested 

scoring system helps us to explore how the participants rate the level of each indicator, which 

indicators have the highest and lowest scores, and thus which indicator needs more attention 

and improvement. And finally, the results of the analysis provide us with an indication for the 

measures needed to improve social sustainability standards for the Bethnal Green 

neighbourhood, what we referred to as Social Sustainability Enhancement Index (SSEI). The 

application of the proposed evaluation methodology to the case of Bethnal Green helped us 

acknowledge the strength, potential, and competencies of the proposed framework, but at the 

same time explore some of its weaknesses and shortcomings. It should be underlined that 

recommendations given in the form of SSEI in this paper are place-specific and relevant to the 

study area, not statistically generalizable and not applicable to other neighbourhoods. Yet, they 

do provide extensive illustrative evidence to enable a robust analysis in combination with other 

employed methods and provide a basis for further work both in Bethnal Green and other 

neighbourhoods. Undoubtedly, some methodological revisions, we would argue, will make the 

proposed framework more promising, integrative, and informative.  

First of all, the proposed evaluation framework has been applied to one case study as a pilot; it 

needs to be tested in more diverse geographical, socio-cultural, and spatial settings worldwide. 

This will identify its problems and shortcomings, and help us find solutions to fill the 

methodological gaps. This pilot project identified one main shortcoming of the proposed 

framework which is its inability in clarifying some essentially qualitative questions. For 

example, our 4-stage framework was not properly designed to address the existence or non-

existence of ‘parallel lives’ in Bethnal Green, the idea that people delimit their social interaction 

and networks to the people of the same class (Camina and Wood, 2009; Robinson, 2007; 

Phillips, 2006). As noted earlier, the census data suggests that Bethnal Green is currently a 

socially-mixed community. The household survey we designed to investigate different 

‘neighbouring’ patterns did not include questions for investigating ‘social interaction and 

networking’ between different inhabitants in terms of ethnicity, race, religion, and wealth. In 

fact, our household survey indicates a low level of ‘social interaction and networking’, but is 

unable to show if this is because of the phenomenon of ‘parallel lives’, or has other reasons. 

More ethnographic studies would be able to address this shortcoming. We suggest restructuring 

the framework to a 5-stage process so that some qualitative inputs (for example ethnographic 

interview with inhabitants and transect walking with community members) dig into the life-
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work of the inhabitants and shed light into latent aspects of the social life on the one hand, and 

find clarifications for the outcomes of the household survey, on the other. 

The proposed definition and framework also carries significant policy and design implications. 

On the policy level, the proposed framework can be employed by the local authorities to assess 

social sustainability of urban neighbourhoods, identify areas of challenge and concern, and 

consider them in future development and improvement plans. This necessitates conducting a 

survey; the costs and administration of which should be considered in the annual programmes 

and budgets. A broader comparative analysis of different neighbourhood types in different 

social and geographical contexts can show which types of neighbourhoods are socially more 

sustainable. This provides decision makers with some hints for directing future urban 

developments. In urban (re)development projects, such as neighbourhood regeneration 

programmes, the suggested evaluation framework can be an integral part of the planning, 

implementation and monitoring  strategy of the project. Accordingly, at the early stages of 

design, the results of the evaluation can be used as a guideline for planning and design, while 

during the implementation of the projects and after the completion they can serve as a reference 

to monitor the changes of indicators. Overall, policy makers should note that there is a social 

sustainability aspect for any sustainable future which is less recognized but is vital and needs 

to be addressed in any urban (re)development agenda.  

Finally, the normative nature of social sustainability discourse needs further critical 

investigation. In fact, questioning normativity of planning interventions implies asking 

questions about the meaning of ‘better’ (Healey, 2012), and this necessitates asking meta-

ethical questions, for example the nature and meaning of normative values in a situated context, 

and planners’ ability in achieving an appropriate interpretation from them (Winkler and 

Duminy, 2016). Our proposal tries to understand how residents weight social sustainability 

values (what we defined as indicators), and prioritizes them based on their opinion, and thus 

goes, to some extent, beyond the normativity of social sustainability discourse. However, we 

would admit that the defined indicators are essentially informed by the literature and thus are 

normative in nature. To reduce the normative nature of social sustainability discourse based on 

situated contexts we would suggests involving neighbourhood residents in defining and 

identifying relevant indicators, using appropriate methods such as surveys or focus groups 

discussions. This will exclude new-built neighbourhoods that have no neighbours, but will 

make social sustainability indicators, and consequently, the evaluation framework, more place-

specific. We end on this note as the way forward for future research. 
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Fig. 1: Bethnal Green case study area 
 
 

 
 
 
Fig. 2: Space Syntax Analysis of choice (movement flows). Left: Normalised choice (radius 
10,000); Right: Normalised choice (radius 200) 



Table 1: Social Sustainability Pillars, Indicators, and Measures 
 Indicators Brief Explanation Measures Data Collection Sources 

and Methods  
NE
IG
HB
O
UR
HO
O
D 
PI
LL
AR
 

Density Concentration of individuals or physical 
structures within a specific territorial 
area 
 
 

Population density || Gross residential 
density || Net residential density || FAR (Floor 
Area Ration) || Coverage || Household 
density 

National census || Local 
plans || GIS maps || On-
site observation 

Mixed Land Use Combination of different functions in a 
determined place and their proximity 
and diversity  
 

Gross residential/non-residential area ratio || 
Net residential/non-residential area ratio || 
Different land use types such as commercial, 
green space, office, etc. (size and number) || 
Number of mixed use buildings/plots || 
Pattern of mixed use 

National census || Local 
plans || GIS maps || 
Ordnance survey maps || 
On-site observation || Site 
survey 

Urban Pattern and 
Connectivity 

Spatial arrangement and configuration 
of different urban elements such as 
streets, blocks, and buildings  
 

Block size (max, min, average, median) || Lot 
size (max, min, average, median) || Number 
of public transportation stops || Length of 
pedestrian paths || Length of cycling paths || 
Integration and choice 

GIS maps || Ordnance 
survey maps || On-site 
observation 

Building Typology Classification of buildings based on 
common formal  
 

Floor area of houses || Built-up to plot area 
ratio || House types percentage || Building 
height percentage  

GIS maps || Ordnance 
survey maps || On-site 
observation || Site survey 

Quality of Centre Spatial quality of the neighbourhood’s 
focal point. 

Open space size || Connectivity || Land use 
pattern || Urban furniture 

GIS maps || Ordnance 
survey maps || On-site 
observation || Site survey 

NE
IG
HB
O
UR
IN
G
 

PI
LL
AR
 

Access to facilities Availability of key urban amenities and 
equal accessibility of these amenities 
to all the members of the community 
 

Availability of daily use shopping || Means of 
accessing workplace || Means of access to 
different urban facilities such as small shops, 
supermarket, chemist, post office, etc. 

Household survey 
(questionnaire) 

Social networking 
and interaction 

Interaction between individuals and 
non-verbal/verbal interrelationships 
between them 
 

Number of neighbours known by name || 
Frequency of meeting neighbours || Number 
of friends in the neighbourhood || Number of 
neighbours frequently visited || Asking help 
from neighbours || Exchange of help and 
support with neighbours 



Safety and security External and internal threats and 
feeling of being safe at the urban 
space for all inhabitants 
 

Feeling of safety in daytime || Feeling of 
safety after dark || Safety of open spaces || 
Children safety on the streets || Safety of 
pavements and sidewalks || Being victim of 
crime || Presence of police at the 
neighbourhood  

Sense of 
attachment 

Identification with the place and feeling 
attached to it  
 

Feeling of neighbourhood attachment || 
Neighbourhood proud || Feeling of being at 
home in the neighbourhood || Missing 
neighbourhood while away || Desirability of 
neighbourhood || Desire to leave the 
neighbourhood 

Participation Active involvement in neighbourhood-
related initiatives and dealing with 
neighbourhood problems 
 

Knowing community-based organisations || 
Membership in community organisations || 
Participation in religious activities || Being 
involved by local authorities || Response to 
the involvement requests made by local 
authorities || Knowing neighbourhood 
problems 

Neighbourhood 
quality perception 

Satisfaction of residents with their 
immediate environment and 
neighbourhood quality 

Perception of building crowding || 
Perception of population crowding || 
Satisfaction with noise 
pollution/neighbours/cleanliness of 
neighbourhood/street lighting/maintenance 
of public spaces/ neighbourhood 
reputation/traffic congestion 

Home quality 
perception 

The degree of congruence between the 
actual and the desirable home 
conditions and residents’ perception of 
different aspects of home 

Satisfaction with home in terms of 
privacy/noise/room size/room number/ 
parking || Desire to move out || Reason for 
moving 

NE
IG
HB
O
UR
 

PI
LL
AR
 

 
Social Mix 

Population profile of the neighbourhood 
inhabitants and socio-economic 
diversity 

Age/Gender distribution || Ethnicity mix || 
Length of residency || Household size || 
Household type || Household ownership || 
Household income || Employment status || 
Accommodation type and characteristics || 
Education status 

National census || Local 
authorities || GIS maps || 
Household survey 

 
 
 
 



Table 2: ‘neighbour’ profile of the participant households. 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Place of 
born (%) Ethnicity (%) Household size (%) 

Household 

composition (%) 
Household Tenure (%) 
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63 37 36.7 29.6 16.3 13.1 19.2 17.2 16.2 10.1 23.2 35.8 14.7 12.6 6.3 30.6 32.1 47.4 26.3 



Table 3: Overall accessibility of urban services 

 Walking Biking Public transport Private car 
Accessibility of 
urban services 82.6 3.1 7.8 6.3 

 
 



Table 4: Feeling of safety in neighbourhood 

 
Safety in neighbourhood 

V
er
y 

un
sa
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Fa
irl
y 

un
sa
fe
 

N
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un
sa
fe
 

no
r s
af
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Fa
irl
y 

sa
fe
 

V
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y 
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fe
 

safety feeling walking daytime 1.0 6.1 6.1 35.7 51.0 
safety feeling walking in dark 9.5 20.0 13.7 40.0 16.8 
safety of parks 7.6 17.6 18.5 45.7 10.9 
traffic safety of children on the streets around home 8.5 25.5 21.3 40.4 4.1 
safety of pavements and sidewalks 2.1 13.5 15.6 58.3 10.4 
overall feeling of safety 1.0 16.3 18.4 49.0 15.3 

 
 



Table 5: Sense of attachment 

 Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Neither 
agree not 
disagree 

Agree Strongly 
agree 

Proud of neighbourhood 2.1 14.4 38.1 37.1 8.2 
Feel at home in neighbourhood 1.0 4.1 15.5 57.7 21.6 
Neighbourhood to live in 8.3 13.5 29.2 32.3 16.7 
Missing neighbourhood 6.2 14.4 25.8 39.2 14.4 
 
 
 



Table 6: Satisfaction with neighbourhood  

 Very 
dissatisfied 

Dissatisfied Neither 
dissatisfied 
not satisfied 

Satisfied Very 
satisfied 

Satisfaction with noise 10.5 29.5 24.2 32.6 3.2 
Satisfaction with neighbours 0.0 7.3 30.2 52.1 10.4 
Satisfaction with cleanliness 13.8 28.7 22.3 34.0 1.1 
Satisfaction with lighting 9.4 18.8 13.5 49.0 9.4 
Satisfaction with maintenance 10.6 16.0 30.9 39.4 3.2 
Satisfaction with neighbourhood 
reputation 

4.2 18.8 43.8 30.2 3.1 

Satisfaction with traffic 
congestion 

12.5 37.5 32.3 15.6 2.1 

Satisfaction with green space 7.4 10.6 19.1 52.1 10.6 
Overall neighbourhood 
satisfaction 

0.0 12.6 20.0 55.8 11.6 

 
 
 



Table 7: Satisfaction with home 

 Very 
dissatisfied 

Dissatisfied Neither 
dissatisfied 
not satisfied 

Satisfied Very 
satisfied 

Satisfaction with privacy 1.1 9.8 15.2 59.8 14.1 
Satisfaction with noise 4.3 25.8 18.3 43.0 8.6 
Satisfaction with size of rooms 5.3 8.4 21.1 54.7 10.5 
Satisfaction with number of 
rooms 

4.3 12.9 19.4 52.7 10.8 

Satisfaction with parking space 14.0 18.3 30.1 30.1 7.5 
Overall home satisfaction 2.1 7.4 13.8 59.6 17.0 
 



 

Table 8: Weight of indicators by participants  

Indicators Access 
to 
facilities 

Interaction 
and 
Networking 

Safety 
and 
Security 

Sense of 
Attachment 

Participation in 
Neighbourhood 

Quality of 
Neighbourhood 
Perception 

Quality of 
Home 
Perception 

Rate 4.09 3.34 4.18 3.66 2.81 4.05 4.29 
Rank 
(highest = 
1) 

3 6 2 5 7 4 1 

 
 



Table 9: Value of indicators  

Indicators Access 
to 
facilities 

Interaction 
and 
Networking 

Safety 
and 
Security 

Sense of 
Attachment 

Participation in 
Neighbourhood 

Quality of 
Neighbourhood 
Perception 

Quality 
of Home 
Percepti
on 

Value 178.75 98.60 132.77 128.25 69.13 105.10 126.30 
Rank 
(highest = 
1) 

1 6 2 3 7 5 4 

 



Table 10: SSEI-Neighbourhood 

 Relevant Key Research Findings Recommendations 
Policy and Planning Design 

D
en
si
ty
 Population density (190.8 pph) higher 

than Bethnal Green North Ward (166.3 
pph). 

Sustaining status-quo population and 
building density. 

No major new development 
Refurbishment of empty buildings for 
different land use, such as residential, 
office, etc. 

M
ix
ed
  

La
nd
 U
se
 

17% of plots mixed use, concentrated 
along peripheral streets. 
A mixed use area at the centre around 
Winkley Street. 
Various urban amenities across the 
neighbourhood. 
Mid to high-rise residential blocks at the 
centre with plenty of open space between 
them. 

Facilitating planning permissions for the 
old properties and workshops around 
Winkley Street. 
Facilitating planning permissions for non-
residential use across the neighbourhood. 

Standard retrofitting and refurbishment of 
properties around Winkley Street. 

U
rb
an
 

Pa
tte
rn
 a
nd
 

St
re
et
 

N
et
w
or
ks
 Integrated street pattern. 

Multiple means of transportation available 
on the neighbourhoods borders. 
No cycling path across the streets. 

Studying the capacity of Old Bethnal 
Green Road for setting an interior bus line 
in future transportation plans. 

Re-considering pedestrian paths and 
physical man-made barriers for achieving 
greater spatial integrity. 

B
ui
ld
in
g 
Ty
po
lo
gy
 

A mass of post-war residential 
development. 
Old Bethnal Green Road Conservation 
Area at the centre. 
88% of buildings flat. 
34% of buildings 3-storey, 20%  2-storey, 
18% 4-storey. 

Safeguarding diversity of building 
typology and giving priority to 
preservation of small number of Victorian 
houses and other terraced houses. 

Careful implementation of 
recommendations provided in Hackney 
Road Conservation Area, and Old Bethnal 
Green Road Conservation Area documents. 

Q
ua
lit
y 
of
 

C
en
tre
 

The intersection of the Old Bethnal Green 
Road and Canrobert Street, with adjacent 
Middleton Park, a potential centre. 
A small variety of local shops available. 
Empty workshops with capacity of 
refurbishment. 

Including a development scheme for 
upgrading Middleton Park and Winkley 
Estate area to serve as neighbourhood 
centre.  

Improving the quality of Middleton Park in 
terms of urban facilities, playground, and 
maintenance 
Improving environmental quality of 
Winkley Estate and re-considering traffic 
regulations. 



 



Table 11: SSEI-Neighbouring 

 Relevant Key Research Findings 
(% is related to participants in the questionnaire) 

Recommendations 
Policy and Planning Design 

A
cc
es
s t
o 

Fa
ci
lit
ie
s 

Walking as the dominant mode for achieving urban 
facilities. 
82.6% of the participants walk to reach basic urban 
services. 
Cycling as the least used mean of transportation. 
 

Introducing mixed land use as a main 
urban policy for future local plans to 
accommodate more urban services within 
neighbourhood space. 

Dedicated cycle paths across the 
neighbourhood. 
Implementing traffic calming measures 
for higher safety for cyclists. 

So
ci
al
 N
et
w
or
ki
ng
 a
nd
 

In
te
ra
ct
io
n 

Neighbours known by name higher than UK average. 
Participants have 7.34 friends in the neighbourhood. 
21% have no friend.  
42.4% never visit their neighbours at home or other 
places. 
 

Encouraging social diversity and multi-
ethnicity. 
Encouraging and funding communal 
activities such as feasts, communal 
gardening, etc. as well as neighbourhood-
bases communities. 
Encouraging mixed land use policy which 
provides possibility for spaces of 
socialising such as cafes and restaurants. 

Improving physical quality of communal 
areas such as parks, open spaces, etc. to 
provide more space for socialising. 
 

Sa
fe
ty
 a
nd
 S
ec
ur
ity
 

Only 4.3% believe children are very safe on the streets. 
34% believe children are not safe on the streets from 
traffic 
17.6% feel fairly unsafe in parks 
42.4% rate presence of police at the neighbourhood as 
fairly weak.  
 

A comprehensive traffic calming plan for 
the entire neighbourhood. 
More efficient police presence. 
A comprehensive natural surveillance 
strategy for the neighbourhood. 

Implementing safety measures for 
pedestrians 
More lightening in public areas and 
parks during dark time. 

Se
ns
e 
of
 

A
tta
ch
m
en
t 

The average neighbourhood residency length is 19.11 
years. 
69.8% have no plan to move out of the neighbourhood. 
Reasons for not moving: good quality of 
neighbourhood (26.8 %), satisfaction with neighbours 
(26.8%), job reasons (17.1%). 
 

Protecting tenancy agreements and 
contracts for enabling long-term residency 
in public and private houses. 

Enhancing quality of neighbourhood and 
its attractiveness. 



Pa
rti
ci
pa
tio
n 77.1% not member of any community-based 

organisation. 
22.7% actively participating in community centre 
activities.  
72.3% rate their level of involvement very low or low. 
 

Supporting community-led and 
neighbourhood-based organisations. 
Frequent reference to inhabitants by local 
authorities and engaging them with 
decision making processes. 

 
Q
ua
lit
y 
of
 

N
ei
gh
bo
ur
ho
od
 A moderate satisfaction with neighbours, street 

lighting, maintenance, neighbourhood reputation, and 
green space. 
Complains about noise and cleanliness of 
neighbourhood space. 
50% highly or relatively dissatisfied with traffic 
congestion 
 

More efficient neighbourhood 
maintenance, particularly in public spaces 
and waste management. 

Implementing traffic calming measures. 
More litter bins in public spaces. 

Q
ua
lit
y 
of
 H
om
e Moderate satisfaction with privacy, size of rooms, and 

number of rooms. 
Moderate dissatisfaction with noise and parking spaces 
around the home.  
77% satisfied or very satisfied with their home. 
70.3% have no plan to change their home. 
Average home residency length 13.4 years. 

Incentives for home improvement and 
refurbishment plans. 

Improvement and standardisation of 
home quality. 
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