
R E S E A R CH A R T I C L E

A policy framework for social sustainability: Social cohesion,
equity and safety

Jerome Ballet1 | Damien Bazin2 | François-Regis Mahieu3

1University of Bordeaux, CNRS, GREThA,

Bordeaux, France

2Côte d'Azur University, CNRS, GREDEG,

Nice, France

3Fund for Research in Economic Ethics, FREE,

France

Correspondence

Damien Bazin, Côte d'Azur University, CNRS,

GREDEG, Nice, France.

Email: damien.bazin@gredeg.cnrs.fr

Abstract

The purpose of our paper is to characterize the social pillar using the three criteria of

social cohesion, equity and safety. Alongside this characterization we develop a pol-

icy framework to promote social sustainability, which has been the subject of much

academic interest in recent years. In addition, we demonstrate that the social sustain-

ability policies we advocate are capable of embracing environmental sustainability.

Our work therefore provides a fresh perspective on sustainable development policies

by emphasizing the importance of the social pillar to the policy making process.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Since the IPAT debate (Commoner, Corr, & Stamler, 1971 vs. Ehrlich

& Holdren, 1974), our understanding of the issues surrounding the

sustainability of the human way of life has advanced considerably.

Beck (1992) notes that from the 1960s onwards modernity has been

portrayed as the anticipation and control of the future consequences

of human activity. This hypothesis assumes that once society has

become aware of the hazards it has caused endogenously, it grows

increasingly preoccupied by the management of risk. Indeed, modern

society is closely bound to the concept of uncertainty. From both a

spatial and temporal perspective (due, for instance, to the irreversibil-

ity of adverse ripple effects), the existence of global risk reinforces

our need for anticipation and control (Beck, 2005). Within this line of

thought, sustainable development may simply envision a potential

future for society which is consistent with the risks incurred from our

present activity in relation to nature (Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017).

Such a conception of sustainable development forces us to examine

head-on the effects of economic consumption and production on

nature. This is why the goal of standard analysis has been to scrutinize

the economic model of growth in order to avoid ecological disasters

and other irreversible damage that will prevent humanity living a “gen-

uine human life” on Earth (Jonas, 1984), or at least not at the level cur-

rently enjoyed. Sustainable development is generally understood as

consisting of three interlocking pillars, that is, the economic pillar, the

environmental pillar and the social pillar. This conception encourages

us to examine each pillar separately and to consider how all three pil-

lars interact with each other (Lehtonen, 2004). However, the majority

view is that sustainable development is associated with defending the

environment, preserving nature and enhancing the value of ecology,

as well as reconciling economic development (growth) and respect for

the environment (ecosystemic integrity). And yet this conception is

flawed if we neglect the social pillar, and this neglect of the social pil-

lar may create bias in the way public policies are applied

(Murphy, 2012).

A considerable body of literature has been written on the social

pillar (Cuthill, 2010; Dempsey, Bramley, Power, & Caroline

Brown, 2011; Eizenberg & Jabareen, 2017; Kunz, 2006; Griessler &

Littig, 2005; Partridge, 2005; Murphy, 2012; Vifell & Soneryd, 2012;

Vallance, Perkins, & Dixon, 2011; Weingaertner & Moberg, 2014,

among others), and this has led to the emergence of three distinctive,

yet complementary, issues. Firstly, the social pillar acts as an interface

between the economic and environmental pillars (Lehtonen, 2004).

According to Vatn (2009), there is an assumption in sustainable devel-

opment that change will occur in the social roles individuals agree to

perform. Sustainability therefore requires social change, but several

studies have revealed a weak social acceptance of the change neces-

sary in achieving sustainable development (Clark, 2005; Eskeland &

Feyzioglu, 1997). Secondly, the social pillar, like the environmental

and economic pillars, is also susceptible to social shockwaves, and is
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therefore vulnerable, for instance, mass exoduses due to climate

change become a source of tension when migrants from rural areas

are packed together in unsuitable, barely controllable urban areas

(Barrios, Bertinelli, & Strobl, 2006; Reuveny, 2007). Cohen et al. (2013)

highlight this interrelationship between the climate crisis, migration/

forced displacement and population concentration in the insalubrious

slum quarters of Mexico City, which affects social cohesion. In the

same vein, Cutter, Boruff, and Shirley (2003); Cutter, Emrich, Webb,

and Morath (2009) and Zahran, Brody, Peacock, Vedlitz, and

Grover (2008), among others, have underlined that social fragmenta-

tion and natural environmental hazards are correlated, so the chal-

lenge is not only to preserve the natural environment, but to preserve

society as a whole. Thirdly, the literature on environmental justice

emphasizes the fact that pollution and positive environmental ameni-

ties are distributed inequitably. The spatial segregation of disadvan-

taged populations in highly polluted areas thus cements the

connection between social inequity and environmental inequity

(Pellow, 2000; Schlosberg, 2007). This leads to the simple conclusion

that if we are to understand environmental issues we also need to

understand the nature of social inequity.

In this paper we tackle the issue of sustainable development by

focusing on the role of the social pillar and social sustainability. First,

we characterize the social pillar so that we can delineate it and eluci-

date its contribution to social policy goals. Second, we link the social

pillar with socially sustainable development and present a triangle of

social sustainability that recommends a policy approach for each crite-

rion of the social pillar. In consequence, our framework provides a

fresh perspective on sustainable development. Indeed, we advocate

that social sustainability is an essential feature of sustainable develop-

ment, and that social sustainability policies inherently embrace envi-

ronmental sustainability. This implies that sustainable development

policies could be enhanced by borrowing from social policies.

2 | WHAT DOES THE SOCIAL PILLAR
ENCOMPASS?

The social pillar has frequently been underrated (Griessler & Littig, 2005;

Kunz, 2006; Partridge, 2005; Vifell & Soneryd, 2012) and even

rejected by certain preservationists for being less of a priority than

nature (Daly, 1996; Locke & Dearden, 2005; Redford &

Sanderson, 2000), or because it is deemed to have been subsumed by

one or other of the economic and environmental pillars (Sachs, 1999),

and hence warrants no particular designation. At best the social pillar

has become a “catchword” (Griessler & Littig, 2005) for a whole range

of forces that either bring the other two pillars together or force them

apart.

Notwithstanding, a large number of studies have pointed out the

importance of the social pillar and attempted to define it. The litera-

ture reviews by Griessler and Littig (2005), Vallance et al. (2011) and

Murphy (2012) conclude that the social pillar has typically been con-

structed from an open-ended list of elements that help make society

socially livable. Cuthill (2010) offers an example of this list, which

includes social justice, social/community well-being, human scale

development, engaged governance (e.g., participatory democracy, citi-

zen participation and community engagement), human services, social

infrastructure, community and/or human-scale development, commu-

nity capacity building, and human and social capital. On completion of

a literature review on urban social sustainability, Dempsey et al. (2011)

proposed a list of 27 elements, whereas Weingaertner and Mob-

erg (2014) identified 17 elements. What is clear from the research is

that the various lists connect the social pillar to social sustainability,

but we have to remember that despite being intricately linked, these

two concepts should be differentiated heuristically. On the one hand

the social pillar reflects elements that characterize society; on the

other, social sustainability is a blueprint for the types of policy that

should be implemented according to the characteristics of a society

and the goals it has set, including any goals in relation to environmen-

tal sustainability.

The problem with the definition of the social pillar is that the term

“social” is imbued with ambiguity: its meaning is both analytical and

normative (Griessler & Littig, 2005). Rather than assign it a specific

meaning, we could characterize it using a set of features. This set will

differ from one context to another, even if certain features occur sys-

tematically (Murphy, 2012). Lehtonen (2004) espouses social capital

and capabilities; Griessler and Littig (2005) focus on basic needs, qual-

ity of life, social justice and social cohesion; Cuthill (2010) also uses

social capital as a theoretical basis for social sustainability; Dempsey

et al. (2011) consider that equity and social capital (they refer to the

“sustainability of the community”) are the key determinants of the

social pillar, and Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017) specify in turn that

equity is an essential element (to this they add safety) because other

elements relate more to urban issues. It appears from the literature

that three of these criteria are fundamental. This does not mean that

other criteria cannot be used, but we are of the opinion that the three

fundamental criteria, as set out below, constitute the core of the

social pillar.

The first criterion is the level of social cohesion. Social cohesion is

key to social sustainability (Cuthill, 2010; Dempsey et al., 2011). It has

been the object of many debates and arguments within human and

social sciences, but in its simplest form may be interpreted as coher-

ence in attitudes and behaviours adopted by individuals who are

members of groups (Friedkin, 2004). In the context of a society, social

cohesion is therefore coherence in the attitudes and behaviours of

the members of this society. It is also an indicator of the quality of this

society (Berger-Schmitt, 2000) and has been cited as one of the

OECD's eight headline social indicators (2009)—social cohesion is

even used as a stand-in for social pillar in OECD reports

(Murphy, 2012). However, some studies prefer social capital to social

cohesion (Cuthill, 2010; Dempsey et al., 2011; Lehtonen, 2004;

Weingaertner & Moberg, 2014 among others), despite the ambiguity

surrounding this term. Social capital may represent either the social

norms which influence behaviour (Putnam, 1994) or the social net-

works in which individuals find themselves and from which they may

benefit (Bourdieu, 1980). This dual interpretation gives the concept of

social capital a two-dimensional aspect: one individual-oriented, the
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other group-oriented (Siisiäinen, 2003). It is indeed difficult to con-

sider social capital as being synonymous with social cohesion when

the negative consequences of social capital, for instance, inner city

gangs, play a part in undermining social cohesion (Portes &

Landolt, 1996).

The second criterion is the level of equity in society. Equity is the

issue with the greatest number of mentions in the literature on the

social pillar of sustainable development (Jabareen, 2008). Moreover,

research on environmental justice has largely established that the

social and environmental pillars are intertwined (Schlosberg, 2007). To

a partial extent, social inequity helps us understand environmental

inequity (Pellow, 2000), and therefore we cannot ignore inequity by

looking solely at poverty and basic needs, or by reflecting on whether

growth can reduce poverty via the trickledown effect. Inequity can

also have a negative impact on social cohesion and engender social

fragmentation, which then impinges on urbanization (Bayón & Sar-

avi, 2013; Lowery, 1999), social violence (Allen, Bethell, & Allen-

Carroll, 2017; Burns, 2009), and health (Coburn, 2000; Khawaja,

Abdulrahim, Soweid, & Karam, 2006), and all these impacts are inter-

connected (Cruse, 2010). Moreover, equity necessitates participation.

Environmental justice movements seek more than distributive justice;

they seek participative decision-making (Schlosberg, 2007), and

hence, procedural justice. There are those who see participation as

being the political mainstay of sustainable development

(Pawłowski, 2008). Undoubtedly, the direct participation of

populations in political decision making increases social cohesion and

social sustainability (Cuthill, 2010; Dempsey et al., 2011). The level of

equity in a society should therefore be understood in relation to two

dimensions of justice: distributive justice and procedural justice.

The third criterion is the level of safety experienced by a commu-

nity. Safety is understood as protection from economic shocks, and

economic shocks are a key developmental issue (Fiszbein, Kanbur, &

Yemtsov, 2014). According to Eizenberg and Jabareen (2017), safety

is a crucial dimension in social sustainability. They go as far as stating

that all individuals should have a right to safety. Crabtree and

Gasper (2020) underline that development is meaningless if people's

safety cannot be guaranteed. Safety is the opposite of vulnerability,

where vulnerability is the extent to which society (or an individual) is

likely to suffer from shocks without being able to withstand these

shocks. Safety resembles resilience, except that resilience is the

capacity to bounce back from a shock or to absorb its impact once the

shock has occurred (ex ante) (Adger, 2000), and safety is about reduc-

ing vulnerability before the shock occurs (ex post). A striking example

of an unsafe policy was the development of an irrigation system in

the Aral Sea basin which caused the water to dry up

(Micklin, 1988, 2007). This hydrological change benefitted one popu-

lation to the detriment of another. Certain communities were

sacrificed (Crighton, Barwin, Small, & Upshur, 2011). Fishing, which

was the main source of income for lakeside villages, came to an end

during the change; this in turn caused a high level of migration (Small

& Bunce, 2003). Farmers, on the other hand, could see an improve-

ment in their living conditions due to improved irrigation. Indeed, the

level of safety experienced by a particular community may affect the

social cohesion of a society. Research on a number of neighbourhoods

has largely highlighted the relationship between safety, social cohe-

sion and well-being for individuals (see examples of recent studies by

Henderson, Child, Moore, Moore, & Kaczynski, 2016 and Choi &

Matz-Costa, 2018).

The three criteria we propose are bound together. We would

consider that they are the core of the social pillar, and that they

require the implementation of policies which are not usually associ-

ated with environmental issues. This provides a whole new perspec-

tive on sustainability.

3 | FROM THE SOCIAL PILLAR TO SOCIAL
SUSTAINABILITY

In the previous section we dissected the social pillar of sustainability.

In this section we will go one step further by considering what social

sustainability means. According to the accepted definition of sustain-

able development, social sustainability is simply a matter of

maintaining intra and intergenerational equity. It is clear that social

cohesion, equity and safety constitute the boundaries of

intragenerational equity. However, in sustainable development, the

transmission of natural capital is a prerequisite for the living condi-

tions of future generations. Does this mean then that social sustain-

ability should be analysed as the transmission of the social pillar to

future generations? After taking the standard definition of sustainable

development from the Brundtland Report and expanding it to incor-

porate the capability approach, Ballet et al. (2004, p. 5) define socially

sustainable development as “a development that guarantees for both

present and future generations an improvement in the capabilities of

well-being (social, economic and environmental) for all, through the

aspiration of equity on the one hand—as intragenerational distribution

of these capabilities—and their transmission across generations on the

other hand”. Griessler and Littig (2005, p. 11) define social sustainabil-

ity as “…a quality of societies. It signifies the nature-society relation-

ships, mediated by work, as well as relationships within society. Social

sustainability is given, if work within a society and the related institu-

tional arrangements (a) satisfy an extended set of human needs and

(b) are shaped in a way that nature and its reproductive capabilities

are preserved over long periods of time and the normative claims of

social justice, human dignity and participation are fulfilled.”

Each of these definitions seems to indicate that social sustainabil-

ity is a combination of “social” (a certain quality of life for current gen-

erations) and “sustainability” (the maintenance of this quality of life

for future generations). In addition, both “social” and “sustainability”

have to be compatible with the preservation of the environment.

Vallance et al. (2011, p.342) have analyzed the literature and refined

these requirements. Firstly, social sustainability must be perceived in

terms of “(a) ‘development sustainability’ addressing basic needs, the

creation of social capital, justice, equity and so on”; it then must lead

to “(b) ‘bridge sustainability’ concerning changes in behaviour so as to

achieve bio-physical environmental goals”; finally, it must ensure “(c)

‘maintenance sustainability’ referring to the preservation—or what can

1390 BALLET ET AL.
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be sustained—of socio-cultural characteristics in the face of change,

and the ways in which people actively embrace or resist those

changes.” These three dimensions of social sustainability acknowledge

that a sufficient quality of life should be attained, that this quality of

life enables relevant changes in relation to environmental sustainabil-

ity, and that sociocultural characteristics are preserved in such a way

that the environment is also preserved. This interpretation of social

sustainability does not assume that the social pillar should be

maintained per se, but rather, that people's desire to maintain socio-

cultural characteristics over time has to be taken into account in the

management of sustainable change. We are of the firm belief that the

three criteria we use to define the social pillar—social cohesion, equity

and safety—are compatible with the requirements set out by Vallance

et al. (2011).

We advocate a particular policy approach for each of the three

criteria (see Figure 1). The inner triangle illustrates our three criteria

for the social pillar, whereas the outer triangle frames the three policy

approaches that support the three criteria. The two triangles evidently

encapsulate the social pillar, but it is important to match this pillar to

the other two pillars, especially the environmental pillar. We will men-

tion the intersections with the environmental pillar in our discussion

of the different policy approaches.

The first policy issue revolves around social cohesion. Various

policies support social cohesion, especially policies that reflect social

capital within a society (Colletta, Teck, & Kelles-Viitanen, 2001; Portes

& Vickstrom, 2011; Stein, 1976). Social capital also supports the pres-

ervation of the environment by bringing behaviour in line with the

common norms of sustainable management of natural resources

(Pretty, 2003). The relationship between social capital and the sustain-

able management of natural resources is nonetheless subject to

numerous controversies, for instance, social capital can be a source of

environmental degradation (Ballet, Sirven, & Requiers-

Desjardins, 2007). Be that as it may, managing the environment is a

source of conflict, as different groups seek to control resources

(Yasmi, Schanz, & Salim, 2006). At a global level, the climate crisis,

environmental degradation and armed conflict are all interconnected

(Raleigh & Urdal, 2007; Urdal, 2005). From a public policy perspective,

and this bearing in mind the ambiguity inherent in the role of social

capital, the aim is not so much to develop a social cohesion policy, but

a precautionary social policy, that is, a policy which prevents the dete-

rioration of social cohesion (Ballet, Bazin, Dubois, & Mahieu, 2013;

Ballet, Dubois, & Mahieu, 2005). Integrating social precaution into

public policy means considering the potential effects of economic and

environmental policy on social cohesion. It means accepting that eco-

nomic growth does not necessarily make things better and may even

have profound repercussions on social cohesion (Frey, 1994). Just as

the precautionary principle has gradually imposed itself on policy mak-

ing to prevent the irreversible destruction of nature (O'Riordan, 2013;

Sunstein, 2005), the aim of social precaution should be to develop a

precautionary principle for the social pillar (Ballet et al., 2005, 2013).

Such an approach, in the absence of a procedure for improving the

preservation of the environment, ensures that the harmful effects of

social degradation do not rebound on the natural environment.

The second policy issue concerns equity. The link between pov-

erty and environmental degradation has been hotly debated

(Dasgupta, Deichmann, Meisner, & Wheeler, 2003; Jehan &

Umana, 2003). According to the Kuznets curve, economic growth gen-

erates a trickledown effect that ultimately reduces poverty. Climbing

out of poverty will in turn have a positive impact on the environment

over time, despite the correlation between the initial rise in the stan-

dard of living and a concomitant rise in pollution. However, the

trickledown effect is far from effective in an economy where inequity

is pronounced and the interrelationships in the poverty-inequity-

growth nexus are complex (Adams Jr, 2004; Bourguignon, 2004). To

put it simply, inequity has a negative impact on the trickledown effect.

This then justifies the use of redistributive policies to support the

transition towards sustainable development (Bardhan, 1995; Lipton &

Ravallion, 1995). These policies contribute directly to social sustain-

ability by reducing social inequity, and contribute indirectly by ensur-

ing a minimum level of social cohesion. In addition, social inequity is

tightly bound to environmental inequity, so reducing social inequity

has a positive impact on the quality of the environment, and hence

F IGURE 1 The triangle of socially
sustainable development. Source: The
authors
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environmental sustainability. However, for such a virtuous circle to

become effective, policies will need to be redistributive and

populations will need to be able to participate in the decision-making

process.

The third policy issue concerns the safety of a population, that is,

protecting a population against economic shocks. Social protection

can have a significant effect on the living conditions of a population

and help members of this population avoid falling into the poverty

trap (Barrett, Carter, Ikegami, & Janzen, 2016). Poverty is often con-

ceived as a contributing factor to the destruction of the environment

(Dasgupta et al., 2003; Jehan & Umana, 2003), and therefore fighting

poverty through social protection policies is a contributing factor to

the preservation of the environment. Studies carried out in Zambia

and Honduras, as well as programmes operating in southern Asia

(Bee, Biermann, & Tschakert, 2013; Chaudhury, Ajayi, Hellin, & Neu-

feldt, 2011; Davies et al., 2013), have highlighted the effectiveness of

new types of adaptive social protection programmes, such as cash

transfers, that link social protection to climatic and environmental

events. Tschakert and Shaffer (2014) indicate that cash transfer poli-

cies in certain African countries have prevented people from falling

into the poverty trap, which has had a positive knock-on effect on

environmental sustainability. Therefore, rather than using economic

growth to fight poverty, it would seem more advisable to develop

adaptive social protection programmes that prevent individuals being

forced into poverty as a consequence of some crisis or other.

4 | CONCLUSION

As Murphy (2012) notes, ignoring the social pillar creates a bias in the

implementation of sustainable development policies. To ensure that

this bias is eliminated, we have examined the criteria that characterize

the social pillar and retained the three which we consider to be funda-

mental: social cohesion, equity and safety. We have also added a set

of associated policy approaches to this characterization so that

socially sustainable development can be achieved at a policy level. It is

our view that these policy approaches, based on the social precaution-

ary principle, redistribution/participation and social protection, should

underpin social sustainable policy making. Furthermore, these policy

approaches are not usually applied to environmental sustainable

development policies, whereas our framework shows the importance

of the approaches to environmental sustainability. Indeed, these

approaches are consistent with the Sustainable Development Goals.

Our framework also provides a fresh perspective on how sustainable

development policies should be determined. This perspective will

hopefully continue the process of merging sustainability, as defined in

the Brundtland Report, with the Sustainable Development Goals.
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