University of Dundee

Examining the components required for assessing the sustainability of communities in
the UK
Al Waer, Husam; Bickerton, Ruth; Kirk, David
Published in:
Journal of Architectural and Planning Research

Publication date:
2014

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record
Link to publication in Discovery Research Portal

Citation for published version (APA):
Al Waer, H., Bickerton, R., & Kirk, D. (2014). Examining the components required for assessing the sustainability
of communities in the UK. Journal of Architectural and Planning Research, 31(1), 1-26.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in Discovery Research Portal are retained by the authors and/or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with
these rights.
• Users may download and print one copy of any publication from Discovery Research Portal for the purpose of private study or research.
• You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain.
• You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal.
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 15. Aug. 2022

Journal of Architectural and Planning Research
31:1 (Spring, 2014)
1

EXAMINING THE COMPONENTS REQUIRED FOR
ASSESSING THE SUSTAINABILITY OF
COMMUNITIES IN THE UK
Husam AlWaer
Ruth Bickerton
David Kirk

This paper considers how to approach the design and development of sustainable communities
as an integrated process of assessment and planning in the United Kingdom. First, we review the
characteristics of communities and the market, social, regulatory, and political forces that
change them. Then, we outline the strategic management and operational processes through
which stakeholder actions can be directed using a combination of corporate governance and
professional teamwork. We set out a sustainability assessment framework to support the
provision of feedforward and feedback intelligence to planning and development processes. We
then conclude by discussing the challenge of enhancing the skills of design and development
professionals, drawing on the results of a survey concerning the perspectives of development
professionals in the UK.
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INTRODUCTION
Over 6,000 local authorities across the globe have committed to planning processes to make their
communities more sustainable (Connelly, et al., 2012:144). Governments have incorporated sustainable development (SD) principles into their community vision statements and decision-making
processes (Connelly, et al., 2012). However, the progress achieved with regard to the implementation of SD and the translation of high-level goals and objectives into tangible projects and action
strategies can only be described as very hesitant.
The challenge with regard to achieving sustainability rests in identifying where to focus and where
to start. Our interest in this paper is in achieving sustainable communities. Adopting an integrated
“whole-system” approach, this paper aims to clarify the process management issues of planning
and assessment in the design and development of sustainable communities. The principles of the
sustainable community provide the starting point, setting out a vision for the scope of outcomes
that define that ideal. We begin by reviewing the modes of influence of the governance systems
that provide boundaries and pathways for community living. We then use a typology of community-planning scenarios to highlight the differences among the scenarios’ dominant interests and
methods of decision making. Next, we review the qualities required in a whole-system sustainability assessment framework and conclude with an assessment of the feasibility of teamwork among
professionals with different specialties. This diversity is examined using a survey of UK professionals with community-planning experience, who identified the different ways they interpret the
main aspects of sustainability.

THE MULTIDIMENSIONAL NATURE OF SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES
Principles of Sustainable Communities
A community is considered “sustainable” when it is characterized by “the ability of the urban area
and its region to continue to function at levels of quality of life desired by the community without
restricting the options available to the present and future generations and causing adverse impacts inside and outside the urban boundary” (Brebbia, et al., 2000, in Wallbaum, et al., 2011:21).
Wallbaum pointed out that this definition places the inhabitants’ quality of life at center stage.
Instead of focusing on the preservation of the ecological or social fabric, a sustainable community
exists when community-based stakeholders’ lifestyles and patterns of production and consumption do not deplete nonrenewable resources; individuals and families can live independent, fulfilling, and healthy lives; enterprise can flourish; and the cycle of renewal of the natural environment
is ongoing. As such, sustainability requires the presence of interconnected and desirable social,
economic, and environmental qualities that apply to the past, present, and future functioning of
the community. As Roberts (2009:128) succinctly expressed,
Sustainable conditions require a balancing and integrating of the environmental, social
and economic components of the community (the balanced development principle); satisfying the requirements of the present generation and of future generations (the futurity principle); and respecting the needs and desires of other communities locally, regionally, nationally and internationally (the equity principle).
Communities function in open economies and increasingly depend on global communications and
material resources that are externally sourced. Communities are comprised of networks and clusters of individuals whose interactions (1) are guided by the norms of social institutions and
(2) build mutually supportive networks of people. While networks may not be spatially limited,
clusters are defined as interactions between actors that are played out within a place or territory.
These places are locations where daily face-to-face interactions occur and where the physical form
and content of the local environment have been shaped over time to facilitate such interactions in
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productive and meaningful activities. The spatial level may vary, but a place is considered to be
hosting a community when it acquires a collective significance that residents and others acknowledge and are willing to maintain and, on occasion, enhance.
As a visionary statement bringing together the strands and time frames of sustainability, The Egan
Review (ODPM, 2004:7) clarified the social, economic, and environmental dimensions critical to
establishing a balanced community:
Sustainable communities meet the diverse needs of existing and future residents, their children and other users, contribute to a high quality of life and provide opportunity and
choice. They achieve this in ways that make effective use of natural resources, enhance the
environment, promote social cohesion and inclusion and strengthen economic prosperity.
This statement applies two types of vision: the ability to see things clearly in the present and the
ability to envision a better future. These visions are acquired through the practices of me-search,
re-search, and we-search. Me-search entails listening to one’s intuitions, preconceptions, and
biases. Re-search investigates the past, best practices elsewhere, and current conditions. Wesearch involves listening to others and carefully observing places to build relationships, identify
assets, and consider how best to leverage them (Ellin, 2012:280). Combining the three practices
enables us to “co-create” a vision of what could be, while inspiring others to implement this
visionary potential through collectively sharing the possibilities (ibid.).
The UK government (DEFRA, 2005:184-186) identified eight characteristics of a sustainable community based on the framework outlined in The Egan Review:
(1) “Active, inclusive and safe — fair, tolerant and cohesive with a strong local culture and
other shared community activities …
(2) Well run — with effective and inclusive participation, representation and leadership …
(3) Environmentally sensitive — providing places for people to live that are considerate of
the environment …
(4) Well designed and built — featuring a quality built and natural environment …
(5) Well connected — with good transport services and communication linking people to
jobs, schools, health and other services …
(6) Thriving — with a flourishing and diverse local economy …
(7) Well served — with public, private, community and voluntary services that are appropriate to people’s needs and accessible to all [and]
(8) Fair for everyone — including those in other communities, now and in the future.”
Systems of Governance
Sustainable communities have been defined as the spatial manifestation of SD principles: “They
are places where people want to live, work, prosper and enjoy a good quality of life, now and in the
future” (Roberts, 2009:128). The systems affecting communities must function effectively in concert to serve these visionary principles if the principles are to be achieved.
Market systems of price-based exchange account for much of the economic interaction within and
beyond communities. Markets function best when norms of cooperation and acceptance are
already operating. Essential to the well-being and spirit of any community is the presence of strong
norms of voluntary adherence that bind members of the community in social relationships, local
networks of association, and patterns of neighborly and civic behaviors. However, the key driver
promoting the development of sustainable communities is a concern about the failure of the market
to deliver equal and balanced development and, of increasing significance, to ensure environmental security. Communities are also shaped by the force of statutory regulation. The practices of
market exchange are moderated more or less effectively by regulatory controls that are meant to
mitigate the impacts of negative externalities arising from producer and consumer behaviors. Such
bureaucratic regulation is managed within formal institutional systems prescribing procedures and
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obligations for stakeholder compliance. Statutory controls steer the development and management of space, defining land uses, road and building standards, and measures for the protection of
the natural environment. These regulatory processes are greatly influenced by the normative
practice models of several development-focused and environmental professions, including planners, engineers, surveyors, architects, and specialists in the diverse aspects of environmental
protection. While the complexity of the “warp and weft” of market and social interaction evolves,
the technical imperative of these professional groups is to make rational interventions that address
current, specific needs. Such interventions are sanctioned by politicians who, in the representative
system of central and local government, are accountable to their electorates. However, the representative model operates around cycles of annual grant receipts, varying local taxes and spending
budgets, and regular and frequent rounds of elections, which all favor short-term, pragmatic action
over longer-run planning.
A sustainable community requires a continuous renewal of education, healthcare, security, and
other public services to support the social and economic vitality of its members. Fostering such
communities has become associated with the processes related to developing the physical environment of local settlements, an approach described as “sustainable place making,” or the facilitating process of stakeholder engagement, design, and development by which these outcomes might
be achieved (ODPM, 2005).
Planners and architects, as a consequence of the importance their professions place on societal
improvement, design creativity, and the coordination of development delivery, have been predisposed to engage in place making, often assuming the managerial role of a facilitator. Inspired by the
vision of sustainability, they often adopt the managerial model of project management in their
place-making endeavors. In its narrow, client-serving form, this model involves managing the
integration of the technical competencies of planning the use of space, designing for accessibility,
designing built forms and urbanscapes, and managing construction. The more inclusive perspective of place making expands the managerial challenge, requiring the adaptation of an appropriate
structure of governance. Jessop (1997, in Miller and Lessard, 2000:135) defined this as “the complex process of steering multiple firms, agencies, and organizations that are both operationally
autonomous and structurally coupled in projects through various forms of reciprocal interdependencies.” In this process, the public authority works with developers and community stakeholders
to resolve private and corporate interests and secure community benefits. As Miller and Floricel
(2000:71) pointed out, today’s “governance arrangements combine private sponsorship with institutional frameworks that take social consent [and] public-private partnerships into consideration.”
A project to create a sustainable community must harness at least three sources of coherence: it
must (1) build on established institutional structures at town-hall and local-community levels that
ensure regulation and legitimacy, (2) use the design and evaluation know-how of professional
specialists, and (3) rely heavily on managerial competencies because “shaping projects requires a
competent leader with a team of partners and complementary co-specialised firms” (Miller and
Olleros, 2000:110).
At the heart of the project-management model is the drive to coordinate. The model depends on a
facilitator’s capacity to envision, educate, persuade, and negotiate to secure coordinated action
that is aligned with serving the visionary intent. The effort of structuring coalitions is required in
three dimensions: (1) in the corporate dimension, it harnesses decision makers who are able to
commit resources and provide institutional commitment; (2) in the professional dimension, it fosters teamwork across professional disciplines; and (3) in the community dimension, it is used to
communicate with and gain acceptance from those affected by change.
To perform effectively, a facilitator needs to understand the nature of the interplay of market and
social institutions within a community and their impacts on community, place, and environment. A
facilitator must also be able to apply regulations mediated through the interpretations of different
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types of specialist professionals and bureaucrats. Moreover, a facilitator is often the conduit for
corporate financial and asset investment in the place-making process. This may be negotiated from
public sources and/or private developers backed by commercial lending. The economic feasibility
of development has to be recognized at an early stage by such facilitators, lest unrealistic expectations arise.
Experienced professionals recognize that the complexity of market, social, regulatory, technical,
political, and investment influences is beyond the capacity of a single individual to adequately
comprehend. Teamwork is required. The team must share an understanding of the processes
involved in integrating thinking and a readiness to coordinate decisions required to promote a
sustainable balance. Because it is the asset-owners, residents, and users of the place who will be
impacted by changes resulting from development, the team must seek to align the interests and
values of such stakeholders by promoting proactive processes of stakeholder and community
engagement. The central interest of this paper is how such coordination and movement toward the
goal of sustainability is guided and its achievement monitored.
Types of Community-Development Scenarios
UK policy has adopted the general applicability of the Egan framework to all types of community
development: urban and rural, new and old, large and small. Roberts (2009:130) usefully distinguished between three types of community-development scenarios: new places, regenerating
places, and evolving places.
New places
In the first scenario, new places in the UK are increasingly sponsored by a private consortium of
the landowner and the developer. The local planning authority serves as a statutorily empowered
steward of the larger public interest in relation to such ventures. In this context, place creation is
design-led. Most often, the form and content of new places are comprehensively defined by a
design and development team of built-environment professionals engaged by the private-venture
sponsors. However, because of the scale of the sites and the costs involved in the development of
new places, such projects must be associated with an SD market, and for this, the views of a market
surveyor and the developers/investors are essential. Long-run sustainability must be enabled
through the returns generated by short-run commercial marketability.
Regenerating places
In the second scenario, active intervention is aimed at the regeneration of a community or place
that has suffered environmental, social, or market failure. In the UK, the project sponsors are
usually public bodies, often the local authority acting in alliance with a public regeneration agency,
thus aligning regulatory powers with public investment. Development action is targeted at remedying the shortcomings of the place and focusing on nonphysical actions, such as health, skilling
measures, and education measures. These are intended to improve the life chances of the affected
community. In this context, the change strategy is often more comprehensively elaborated. Early
action to ameliorate stresses is paralleled by developments with longer time frames. In addition,
attention is paid to improving market conditions with some hope of encouraging sustainable
market activities.
Evolving places
With regard to the third scenario, the majority of places in the UK are not the subject of significant
or exceptional intervention. Rather, they are modified through a gradual process of evolution. The
profile, behaviors, and aspirations of the evolving community reflect demographic, market, and
lifestyle changes. In the UK, a statutory local development plan adopted by the local planning
authority sets out land-use policy and an action program to steer development over the short-tomedium terms. Development activity is incremental and responsive to the aspirations of individual
property holders or, on occasion, smaller site developers. In this context, design professionals
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TABLE 1. Views of the interested parties in the sustainable-community process (after CABE and DETR
[2001:20]).
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Parties
Primary motivations and views
Concerns for better community
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Those who affect the project (Influencers)
Landowners
Maximize returns
To the extent that profits are not diminished and
other holdings are protected
Developers

Buildable, marketable, profitable, quickly
delivered, and conforms to requirements

If a better designed community adds to either
marketability or profitability

Investors
(long-term)

Good liquidity, easy/cost effective to
maintain, profitable over the long term

Successful completion of project on time
and within budget

Design
consultants

Meets design brief, satisfies client,
individually designed, innovative

Depends on training but too often concerned with
building design at the expense of urban design

Planning
authorities

Protects local amenities, meets planning
Highly concerned but frequently unable to articulate
policies and standards, respects broad public requirements or concerned to the extent that wider
interest, low environmental impact
economic and social goals are not compromised
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Those who are affected by the project (Claimants)
Highly concerned but would often prefer no
Local
Reflects local preferences, cultural and
communities
perceptual aspects of development,
development at all
protects property values
Occupiers
and users

Value for money, flexible, secure,
To the extent that better urban design creates a
functional, usable, portrays correct
more efficient work environment and is affordable
image, healthy condition
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

provide clients with required inputs related to specific property developments. Nonetheless, if one
wants to avoid mediocrity in terms of sustainable outcomes at the place level, incremental development is better guided within a local development management framework of spatial policy shaped
by adherence to sustainability principles. Successful evolution depends on establishing clear and
relevant policy and effective public communications, including early and responsive engagement
by the local planning authority officers charged with engaging constructively with affected neighborhood communities, development applicants, and their professional agents.
Progressing SD at the community level in the face of the conflicting demands of short-term political
favor, economic development, social progress, and environmental sustainability is clearly a complex challenge (Curwell, et al., 2005:36; D’Acci and Lombardi, 2010:20; Deakin, 2009a:98; Deakin
and Allwinkle, 2007:77). The approaches to securing sustainable communities through place making differ for each type of development scenario, taking into account the various drivers and paces
of change. Regardless, the principles of sustainability must inform the choice and mix of policy and
action.
Stakeholders Involved in Creating a Sustainable Community
A stakeholder is an actor that can affect or is affected by the achievement of the organization’s
objectives (Freeman, 1984). Kaler (2002) distinguished between two categories of stakeholders:
“claimants,” those whose interests are affected by the project, and “influencers,” those who affect
the project. Claimants include a range of social actors with different material assets, life chances,
lifestyles, and expectations. Influencers include a mix of developers, investors, design and development professionals, regulatory managers, and political actors. All stakeholders have their own
take on the sustainability narrative and its implications, as suggested in Table 1. Influencers enjoy
direct engagement in community-planning projects, while claimants (local communities, users of
buildings and places) usually have indirect contact with project decisions and influences (Bell and
Morse, 2007:100).
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Often, stakeholder involvement in the planning and design of places is perceived as the origin of
conflict, rather than a valuable contribution to solutions, and is undertaken without the adequate
involvement of all relevant stakeholders. The interests of the young and old in particular are frequently neglected. The generic strategies for dealing with stakeholders are classified by most researchers using terms such as “monitor,” “inform,” “satisfy,” and “cooperate,” the latter only recommended if the power and level of interest of stakeholders is high (Freeman, 1984; Wallbaum, et al.,
2011). Consequently, Boyko, et al. (2005:119) observed, discussion of sustainability issues is often
muted in favor of short-term gain, and decision makers are only weakly accountable for their choices.
An emphasis on technical expertise provided by professionals has been dominant to the full or
partial exclusion of wider generic competencies (Roberts, 2009:138). Unsurprisingly, professional
actors are not universally aware of the range of evaluation tools available for measuring sustainable-community outcomes (Deakin and Allwinkle, 2008:184). This can reflect a professional bias
that exerting control over a small number of impacts that development may have on the use of
resources and energy is adequate for delivering SD (Cooper and Symes, 2009:289). At the same
time, it also reflects the absence of detailed and integrated investigations of SD effects beyond
considerations of simple economic and environmental protection criteria. Frequently, the emphasis
has been placed on applying specific or specialist (subject-specific) skills to development, often to
the full or partial exclusion of wider generic (interpersonal and cognitive) competencies (Roberts,
2009:138). However, the sustainable-communities approach emphasizes widening the skills and
knowledge required to assess and thus create and maintain quality places. These generic skills and
capabilities are at the heart of the sustainable-communities skills and knowledge agenda, and they
are required by all professional and others actors in the UK.

AN INTEGRATED ASSESSMENT PROCESS
A Process of Strategic Choice
Using the vision of a sustainable community as a guide for development activity, as we have
outlined, requires establishing relevant policies, integrating planning and design activities, and
thereafter, coordinating development action and enforcement. However, there are significant barriers to putting synoptic planning into practice. Key among these are the divergent interests and
behaviors of the assorted range of influencers and claimants; the pragmatic short-term responsiveness of markets and political decision makers faced with presented problems; and the narrowness
of institutionalized regulatory functions and the associated technical knowledge, outlooks, and
skills of specialist professionals. The response is more often disjointed action. Pragmatic decision
making tackles single issues without taking full account of the wider sustainability of the action.
This has adverse long-run consequences, as Levine, et al. (2006:81) pointed out: the local solution
to one part of the problem often causes unintended negative consequences somewhere else, and
each step becomes more difficult in such a way that a point of diminishing returns is reached.
A whole-system approach recognizes that the interconnectedness of the entirety is activated by
complex interrelationships and the conscious interests behind decisions. Instead of separate functions and control people, the approach works toward integration, inclusion, and dynamism. By
bringing together functions that the 20th-century city separated (living, working, circulating, creating, and recreating) (Ellin, 2012), adopting a whole-system approach serving the principles of the
sustainable community requires reconciling different interests, views, and practices. In this perspective, the process of strategic choice (Jessop and Hickling, 2005) requires progressing agreements through phases of engagement and shaping, designing, comparing, deciding, and developing issues.
To influence the reality of decision making in a pluralist environment, the whole-system approach
has to gain a sufficiently powerful degree of broad acceptance. Statutory policy, local interpreta-
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tion, and professional outlooks and practices have to be interwoven to arrive at multidimensional
strategies and plans that can promote sustainability. Such plans have to be informed by developers and community members and in turn made acceptable to those interests. The necessary assimilation depends on forming binding relationships through engaging the mix of stakeholders in
framing issues and generating options and involves negotiating and making trade-offs. Such a
process of reflexive governance must be used when goals are contested and different understandings of problems are debated, noting that such reflexivity involves “a capacity to engage with the
ways in which framings of what constitutes ‘the system’ are themselves plural, contingent and
conditioned by divergent social values, economic interests and institutional commitments”
(Leach, et al., 2007:29).
This means of “front-end” shaping (Miller and Olleros, 2000:98) requires a process of purposeful
coalition building. The vision must be harnessed into coalitions that draw on the power and
knowledge of stakeholders. Planning agreements often formalize process commitments between
public bodies and developers. However, their value depends greatly on the clarity and transparency with which a facilitator manages and directs the processes of stakeholder engagement. This
process of strategic venturing in turn prepares the way for the deployment of project management.
The latter mobilizes the professional teamwork approach, undertaking front-end problem solving,
designing options, and coordinating implementation.
A useful tool in this latter process is the development of a process-management map to illuminate
who should be involved, in what capacity they should be involved, and what they need to consider in order to make more informed decisions (Cooper, et al., 2009:6). Process-management maps
allow the goal of serving the principles of sustainability to be pursued on a coordinated basis and
the building blocks of understanding and agreement to be progressively realized. Such maps help
decision shapers and ultimately decision makers to make systematic progress — a superior approach to tackling the interdependent issues of sustainability through a series of ad hoc studies,
as has often been done (Brandon and Lombardi, 2005:75).
An Integrated Assessment Framework
A reflexive process of planning and development directed toward the vision of promoting a sustainable community requires that targets are clear, progress is monitored, and performance is made
transparent. The process of ongoing feedforward and feedback1 of such intelligence promotes
adaptive planning that recognizes complexity and relies on experimentation, learning, and capability building. Accordingly, sustainable communities need to be developed within an inclusive assessment framework. The assessment framework, adapted from Pearce (2000) and Pearce and Barbier (2000), needs to be informed by measurements and assessments that embody the following:
• the need for indicator sets that align development with a comprehensive setting of SD
principles, goals, and standards;
• the importance of broadening the scope of how development is measured. The accounted
costs and benefits need to include financial and nonfinancial dimensions and have both
qualitative and more readily measurable quantitative impacts; and
• the importance of extending assessment time horizons (including future generations among
stakeholders), recognizing the long-term consequences of actions, and anticipating longrun pathways for managing the critical path to the desired future.
Figure 1 sets out the elements of a sustainable-community assessment process framework. The
figure illustrates a general process of strategic choice (adapting the model of Curwell, et al. [2005:
34]), covering the phases of issue shaping, setting goals and objectives, generating and comparing
project options, selecting preferred solutions, implementing and subsequently monitoring those
solutions, and evaluating performance. It identifies the mix of actors and the dimensions and time
scales related to sustainable-community development. Different sets of actors may be engaged at
different stages of the process. Contractors, for example, may not enter the process until the
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Assessment Phases
Diagnosing and Visioning
This assessment identifies
principles, stakeholders,
problems for analysis, and
potential drivers of change.
This is translated into a set
of policies with clear
objectives and measurable
targets (visioning).
Planning and Programming
Project proposals for
securing the objectives
have to be generated and
compared through
appraisals made in
economic, social, and
environmental terms.
Selecting and
Implementing
Decisions are made
between proposal options,
and preferred solutions are
delivered through project
action.
Monitoring and
Following-up
Project program and
performance are evaluated
against the sustainability
principles and objectives.
Adaptive action is taken as
required.

Sustainability Principles

Sustainable-Community Assessment Process Framework
Stakeholders (Generic Categories
and Types)

Environmental Issues (environmentally
sensitive)

Climate change, flood risk, water, air quality,
and pollution

Natural resources, energy consumption, and
materials
Land use, biodiversity, and waste
management

Social and Cultural Issues (safe, fair for
everyone, well run, well designed, well
connected, well served, active, inclusive)
Transportation and connectivity
Governance (well run)

Sense of place, place making, well connected,
health, well-being, safety and security, etc.
Empowerment, partnership, equity,
and justice
Cultural and perceptual aspects

Economic Issues (Thriving)
Business and employment
Sustainable production and consumption
Inward investment and commercial activity
Land and property values

Long-term: > 20 years

Medium-term: 5-20 years

Short-term: up to 5 years

Time Scales

District, neighborhood,
estate, building, etc.

Global, national, urban
region, city, etc.

Spatial Levels

Evolving places:
The majority of places in the
UK are not the subject of
significant or exceptional
intervention; rather, they are
modified through a gradual
process of evolution

Regenerating places:
Aim at the regeneration of a
place that has been the
subject of environmental,
social, or economic failure

New places:
Include new towns and
settlements, large-scale
urban extensions, etc.

Type of Place

Type of Place, Spatial Levels,
and Time Scales

FIGURE 1. Sustainable-community assessment process framework (after Curwell, et al. [2005:34]).

General public; local
community groups; specific
demographic groups, such as
those based on race, ethnicity,
etc.

Local/surrounding
community; amenity groups;
users of the buildings, spaces,
facilities, etc.

Those who are affected by the
project (directly or indirectly)

Local authority; regional and
central government departments; non-departmental
public bodies, such as
environmental agencies,
housing corporations, and
highway authorities; local/
surrounding community

Professional consultants
(e.g., architectural, planning,
engineering, financial)

Project managers,
contractors, suppliers, etc.

Developers, clients, owners,
investors, insurers, banks, etc.

Those who affect the project
(community-design decision)
Those involved in the
delivery of the project
Those who
determine the
context
Those who are directly
or indirectly affected
depending on the context
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“implementation” phase. Although conceived as a linear sequence, all of the phases of the strategic-choice process are ongoing in that they should be regularly revisited over time. Feedforward
and feedback from such evaluations should be used to inform adaptations of the process in any
and all phases.
Figure 2 summarizes the content of activities undertaken within each of the phases of visioning,
planning, implementing, and monitoring. The framework can be used at different levels of detail,
thus providing a vehicle that all decision makers can engage in but contribute to at different levels
of complexity. The value of such a framework is to improve clarity, as it identifies the flow and
linkage of elements in the overall assessment and development process. It provides “the ability to
synthesize separate findings into a coherent whole[, which] seems far more critical than the ability
to generate information from different perspectives. … Once we understand something, we no
longer see it as chaotic or complex” (Gharajedaghi, 2011:89).
The indicators required to inform the strategic-choice process, which are drawn from the Egan
framework, are illustrated in the overall framework. However, the role indicators play in each phase
of the decision-making process differs in line with the focus of the decision making at that phase.
Clarifying the use of indicators in the assessment process becomes critically important. Thus, we
turn our focus to this topic in the next section.

MEASURING SUSTAINABILITY
Approaches to Measuring Sustainability
Sustainability assessment is a process by which the implications of an initiative on sustainability
are evaluated (Pope, et al., 2004). Although the measurement of sustainability can embrace the
complexity of a full ecosystem, the assessment of sustainability is usually more focused. Saunders
(2008:44) discussed the “growing appetite” for tools to measure the environmental impact of our
activities and suggested this is a positive development to bring transparency to human activities.
Moreover, rigor is required. Atkinson, et al. (2009:1) suggested, “If we are to solve the problems of
sustainability, we need ‘numbers — not adjectives’ and must base what we do on ‘evidence not
public relations.’ ” Increasingly, assessment is perceived as a necessity, albeit a difficult one, for
understanding the social, economic, and environmental requirements and consequences associated with the way we plan, design, and develop communities. However, the scope of sustainability
assessment is not yet settled, with recent studies showing wide variety in its interpretations (e.g.,
Walton, et al., 2005).
The task is made difficult because there are two classes of environmental-assessment methods:
those providing environmental valuations and those assessing the sustainability of development.
The latter may be measured using conformance- or performance-based evaluations (Alexander,
2006). Performance yardsticks allow for comparisons of the environmental impact of different
developments and highlight where design improvements may be required.
Environmental valuations are most useful in the diagnosing and visioning phase. Ex ante assessments provide an index of the multifactor conditions of the project (Deakin, et al., 2007:440). Such
a diagnosis informs the stakeholders’ discussions of the matters of concern. It may also be useful
to support these exchanges with a study of the causes of the problematic conditions and an
understanding of the consequences of not responding. Environmental evaluation should be the
start of a monitoring process involving ongoing and ex post facto dimensions.
Conformance- or performance-based assessment tools can be used to consider aspects of the built
environment. They are particularly focused on the “micro” scale of buildings, but sustainable
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and evaluaƟng results

4. Monitoring & Following-Up
• Design a framework for monitoring

•

Track progress toward strategies

Gather, analyze, and evaluate evidence
from within communiƟes

• Use appropriate tools and techniques for
assessing sustainability achieved at various
levels and scales
•

•
Learn and adapt

Understand SD trends

Promote conƟnuous improvement within
governance arrangements

•

•

CoordinaƟon

• With budget processes
• With other strategies

Build trust

InsƟtuƟonalize parƟcipaƟon

ParƟcipaƟon

With other levels of governance

•

•

SelecƟng & ImplemenƟng
• Decide on best opƟons
IdenƟfy a mix of policy iniƟaƟves
Create governance structures for implementaƟon

•

Implement the selected opƟon and alternaƟves
through clear, developed strategy

3.

•

Implement governance structures for strategic planning

1. Diagnosing & Visioning
• Provide strategic leadership and direcƟon
• Create a mulƟdisciplinary team
• Lay out the strategic framework
• Form goals and/or vision for the project
• IdenƟfy key sustainability indicators
• IdenƟfy the main stakeholders and their prioriƟes
• Appraise the community’s needs and opportuniƟes

•
•

Consult relevant stakeholders about decisions made up to
this point and what needs to be done in the future

•

•

•

•

2.
•

Planning & Programming
• Develop a project brief

Use and involve stakeholders

Consult relevant stakeholders about opƟons
and alternaƟves up to this point

Provide feasibility cost, social, legal, and policy
assessments

Complete a list of opƟons and alternaƟves
through the use of workshops, community
parƟcipaƟon, etc.

Review and expand program with recommendaƟons about opƟons and alternaƟves

•

•

FIGURE 2. Process map showing the content of activities undertaken with each phase of the sustainable-community assessment process framework (after Boyko, et al.
[2005:121]; Deakin and Allwinkle [2008:184]; Swanson, et al. [2004:7]; and Volkery, et al. [2006:2050]).
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communities have to be evaluated at a higher scale. Performance-based assessment has to take
stock of the specific environment of neighborhoods, businesses, educational facilities, etc. that
constitutes the place called a community. The infrastructure and environment of the place have to
be considered. These assessments are concerned with the location of the settlement and its design
in terms of built form and layout. The value of assessing sustainability at the community level is
that it allows you to evaluate settlement patterns in terms of the qualities needed to safeguard
communities against changes that are seen to threaten them, such as loss of identity arising from
the coalescence of settlements and break up of communities (Deakin, et al., 2007:441).
Sustainability Indicators
The purpose of sustainability assessment is to provide decision makers with an evaluation of the
impacts on nature of global to local changes of society systems from short- and long-term
perspectives. These evaluations then assist decision makers in determining which actions
should or should not be taken in an attempt to make a community or society sustainable (Kaatz,
et al., 2004).
Measuring sustainability can be approached in two stages: first, the progress made in selected
individual fields is measured by way of sustainability indicators. Second, the overall progress
made toward SD is assessed by a combination of the individual fields with regard to their interaction (Warhurst, 2002). Using sustainability indicators helps decision makers be more informed
about the impact of future developments based on an understanding of past experiences. Additionally, the use of indicators can improve decision makers’ knowledge, practice, and achievement
of sustainability by providing a basis for analysis, mediation, or decision making (Balsas, 2004).
However, indicators are developed through processes that are often ad hoc and lack a structured
framework or consensus on what urban sustainability is (Alberti, 1996; Bossel, 1998; Deakin,
2009b; Deakin, et al., 2002; Lombardi and Cooper, 2009; Mitchell, 1997). Generally, indicators are
used to evaluate the performances of projects, communities, companies, buildings, sectors, and
countries as they relate to one of the three dimensions of sustainability: environmental, economic,
and social (Xing, et al., 2009). The challenge in measuring the sustainability of communities is to
establish a single framework of indicators that harnesses all three dimensions. It is the ease with
which an indicator communicates to its target audience that largely determines its use. However,
because SD is a multi-stakeholder process, the chosen indicators must communicate to a variety of
different actors and disciplines (D’Acci and Lombardi, 2010:21).
One challenging aspect of indicators is finding the most relevant comparables. Whatever sustainability parameter is to be examined, it is easiest to understand the indicator as a basis of comparison
over time and against benchmark standards of minimum acceptability and high performance. Such
benchmarks help inform the importance given to the parameter in the planning and design process.
The main challenge is how to reconcile the centralized approaches needed to produce standard
comparable indicators and the decentralized nature of most decision making affecting sustainability (Lombardi and Cooper, 2009; Lombardi, et al., 2010).
Although empirically based knowledge must validate the relevance of chosen indicators, the
interests and needs of the particular groups involved in the selection of indicators must be recognized (AlWaer and Clements-Croome, 2010:800; AlWaer and Kirk, 2012; AlWaer, et al., 2008a,
2008b). Stakeholder engagement processes can be seen as an opportunity for the actors to share
each other’s values, where “trust and knowledge are generated and circulated, to provide a foundation of social and intellectual capital upon which collaboration can build” (Healey, 1997:247).
Thus, the sustainability assessment framework needs to be customized to the needs and capabilities of the spectrum of actors involved in accordance with the phases and specific steps of the
planning and development cycle.
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Time scales
Time scale is a source of uncertainty in assessing SD. Different indicators may optimally be
measured in different time frames. The use of “snapshots” allows the sustainability level of any
project to be assessed at a particular time. Some indicators, such as valuable information about
trends in climate change and patterns of energy and water consumption, are ideally viewed over
long time frames. For instance, energy consumption in buildings is best looked at in scales of five
to 10 years, while land degradation requires scales of 20-100 years. Harrington (1992) proposed
that some elements are ideally looked at over even longer time frames. “When using long-term
measuring series, the observer gets clear indications about development trends” (Dalman, 2002).
These different time frames could certainly be a challenge to the achievement of sustainability,
unless one considers historical trends as a limit for this dimension. Thus, as a rough expedient,
when assessing the sustainability of communities, three time scales, which represent the normal
scales used in economic and strategic planning, are often adopted: short term (up to five years),
medium term (five to 20 years), and long term (more than 20 years) (Curwell, et al., 2005).
A key challenge for sustainable communities and their indicators is to reflect time lags, the tradeoffs between the short term and long term, and the distinction between “weak” and “strong”
sustainability (D’Acci and Lombardi, 2010:21). For example, the three pillars of SD are characterized
by different time scales. Environmental systems evolve gradually and have longer time lags between cause and effect than economic systems. The methods used by the disciplines that study
the different pillars also exhibit a parallel mismatch in time scales. This makes it difficult to present
sustainability to decision makers, who tend to act on experience rather than insight and therefore
take action only when a problem is observable, not when a problem is predicted, especially if the
prediction is uncertain (ibid.).
Spatial levels
The measurement of environmental effects and socioeconomic implications can be felt from the
local level to the global level (Curwell, et al., 2005:35). There are cultural and social variations
between local and regional levels, and measuring sustainability may vary from one region to
another (for instance, between northern Europe and the Mediterranean), even when the same
criteria are applied. A flexible assessment approach is therefore required to allow users to consider
spatial boundaries while retaining an understanding of what is being changed and why (Todd and
Geissler, 1999).
Decisions about where to define the community-system boundaries play a major role in determining spatial scale. Assessment methods have only recently been designed to handle communityspecific issues (Birtles, 1997; Cole, 1997; Todd and Geissler, 1999:249).
It is important to note that assessment tools have been developed with a particular country in
mind. They are not all universally applicable, as some countries will find some categories to be more
important than others. For example, after comparing three building rating methods — the Building
Research Establishment Environmental Assessment Method (BREEAM), Green Star, and Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) — Saunders (2008:41) concluded, “It is reasonable to assume … that none of the schemes travel well if used in countries other than those which
the system was initially designed to work in. It therefore suggests that, where used outside the
native country, any of the systems should be tailored to take account of the local context.”

STAKEHOLDER PERCEPTIONS
The foregoing considerations affect the measurement of sustainability and question the extent to
which a teamwork approach can be applied in community contexts to pursue the formation of a
strategy, plan, and programs for implementing development change. Central to the notion that
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coordination based on corporate project management can be viable is the idea that comprehensive
measurement and transparency of results are powerful influences that provide for reflexive learning and adaptive planning.
Teamwork depends on harmonizing the diversity of perceptions held by design and development
professionals. The range of that diversity presents a significant challenge to promoting a wholesystem approach. We consulted a sample of stakeholders to establish how perceptions influence
professionals’ thinking about the sustainability of a community.
Survey Method
The survey used for this research sought to (1) identify which indicators professionals consider to
be important when evaluating a new development scheme and (2) establish how their professional
perceptions influence their thinking about community planning and design.
The initial step was to select an indicator set that accounted for the planning and design of a
sustainable community in relation to the local environment, culture, economy, and business goals
(AlWaer and Clements-Croome, 2010:800). We assembled an appropriate list of core-category
indicators after reviewing the literature. Each core category combined various aspects of a given
phenomenon into a common unit of measurement (D’Acci and Lombardi, 2010:22). The core
categories had to be compact, covering all relevant aspects of the phenomenon (Bossel, 1999:7).
We matched the main principles of the Egan framework with the selected categories in accordance
with the requirements of a sustainable community. The core categories’ coverage was consistent
with the UK government’s definition of sustainable communities (DEFRA, 2005:184-186) (see
Table 2).
We used the following core categories in the questionnaire: climate change; resources; ecology;
transport; community; sense of place; empowerment, partnership, and equity; business and employment; and sustainable production and consumption. Lower-priority aspects can be taken into
account in a later phase of the planning process without compromising the level of sustainability
achieved by the project as a whole (Wallbaum, et al., 2011:23). We limited the selected categories to
those with standardized measurements that could be compared to targets, thresholds, or other
standards. Accordingly, we chose the selected core categories by adopting existing SD indicators
from the most frequently used sustainability assessment method in the UK, BREEAM Communities (BREEAM, 2009). We then supplemented those with additional categories adapted from sustainability indicators used in tools developed by other countries, such as the LEED for Neighborhood Development program in the U.S. (U.S. Green Building Council, 2007, 2009). We also added
additional indicators related to equity, empowerment, and sustainable production, based on the list
of categories in the Inspire East Excellence Framework (which itself builds on the aforementioned
Egan framework but adds the “equity” category) (Inspire East, n.d.).
We then selected subcategories for each category using categories from BREEAM Communities,
Inspire East, and elements of the Urban Design Compendium (Llewelyn Davies Yeang, 2000). One
of the questions on the survey was whether stakeholders felt the list of core categories and
subcategories was comprehensive.
The second step was to conduct a survey inviting professionals from several disciplines (planners, architects, economists, and engineers) who were working in the UK to participate. They were
invited to give their views on the appropriateness of the core categories (composite indicators)
and the relative importance of the subcategories. These individuals were viewed as “influencers,”
stakeholders defined as skilled individuals with extensive training and some specialist knowledge,
whose opinions would provide an accurate reflection of the selection attributes and their relative
importance (Waterman and Bourke, 2004). The focus of the survey was on identifying which
categories these professionals considered to be important when evaluating a new scheme. We
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Fair for
everyone

Well served

Thriving

Well connected

Well designed
and built

Environmentally sensitive

Well run

Active, inclusive, and safe

TABLE 2. Match of questionnaire criteria to the UK government’s definition of sustainable communities.
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Core
Subcategories
Characteristics of sustainable communities
categories

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Climate
Flood risk
X
change
Energy and water efficiency
X
Renewable energy schemes
X
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Resources
Land use and remediation
X
Site selection
X
Material selection
X
X
Waste management
X
X
Energy and water use during construction
X
X
Modern methods of construction
X
X
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Ecology
Maintaining/enhancing habitat species
X
Green corridors
X
Ground pollution
X
Planting and landscaping schemes
X
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Walkable neighborhoods
X
X
Transport
Cycle networks
X
X
Provision of public transport
X
X
Clear public-transport routes
X
X
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
X
Community
Community engagement and resilience
X
X
Sustainable lifestyles
X
X
Community-facilities management
X
X
X
Accessibility to community and social
X
X
facilities
Mixed-use/pepper-potting of employment
X
X
X
X
and jobs
Affordable housing
X
X
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Defensible space
X
Sense of
place
Legibility
X
X
X
Active frontages
X
X
Accessible play and green space
X
X
X
Secured by design
X
X
Density
X
X
Designed for all social groups
X
X
X
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Empowerment, Enable cooperative social networks
X
X
X
X
partnership,
Empower people and foster participation
X
X
X
and equity
Future proofing and freedom
X
X
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
X
Business and
Inward investment
employment
Local employment
X
Variety of employment space options
X
Retail
X
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Sustainable
Sustainable food
X
X
production and Sustainable resource development and
X
X
consumption
utilization
Protection of terrestrial resources
X
X
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

presented 46 professional stakeholders from both industry and academic institutions with the
proposed core categories and subcategories using an online survey. The response rate was 72%
(n = 33). The split of stakeholders who responded by expertise is shown in Table 3.
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TABLE 3. Stakeholders who responded to the questionnaire.
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Expertise
No. of stakeholders
% of total
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Planners
19
58%
Economists
7
21%
Architects
5
15%
Engineers
2
6%
Total
33
100%
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

FIGURE 3. Self-reported competencies of stakeholders.2

Figure 3 shows how stakeholders rated themselves in terms of professional competencies. Stakeholders generally felt they had at least some awareness in most of the capacities, although 33% of
them stated they had no knowledge about how to create assessment tools for new developments,
and 30% had no knowledge about using project management to develop new communities. This
shows the difficulty in identifying suitable respondents for such a questionnaire. However, 24% of
stakeholders felt they were “competent” in carrying out appraisals of developments of new communities; preparing inputs to master plans for developments of new communities; and preparing
policy, guidance, and statements for developments of new communities.
We asked stakeholders whether their response was specific to a particular region of the UK
because assessments of new developments can vary in different parts of the UK. For example, it
may be easier in some regions to carry out development on previously developed land (e.g., the

Figure 3
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FIGURE 4. Importance placed on core categories by stakeholders.

northwest section of England has around 11,000 ha of unused, previously developed land compared to around 4,000 ha in London [Department for Communities and Local Government,
2008:11]). This is reflected in the BREEAM Communities scoring system, which assigns each
English region its own weighted category based on regional policy priorities. Only one stakeholder
suggested their response was specific to a region.
The “Toolkit for Sustainable Rural Communities” highlights rural areas as requiring their own
specific assessment categories (Roger Tym and Partners and Rural Innovation, 2008:8). Thus, the
survey also included a question asking whether stakeholders felt this was an important aspect to
consider in developing an assessment tool and what issues in particular might be pertinent to rural
areas. Sixty-four percent of stakeholders felt that specific issues should be dealt with in more detail
for rural areas. They highlighted the following issues as important: transport, access to local
services, broadband linkages, community facilities, affordable housing, design, conservation of
existing settlement patterns, ecological issues, landscape protection, access to local employment,
and ability to provide food locally.
The purpose of the questionnaire survey was to identify stakeholders’ perceptions regarding
which issues have the most significant impact on the development of sustainable communities.
Questionnaire participants were asked to indicate the relative importance of each of the listed corecategory issues on a scale of one to five (1 = not important at all, 2 = of some importance, 3 =
important, 4 = very important, and 5 = extremely important). Respondents were asked to weigh the
subcategories
in each core category according to their view of the subcategory’s importance. The
Figures 4-5
weights of the subcategories in each of the eight core categories added up to 10.
Survey Findings
Figure 4 shows the importance stakeholders placed on the core categories. Generally, stakeholders
perceived climate change as the most important, followed by transport and then resources. They
perceived ecology as the least important.
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FIGURE 5. Relative weighing by stakeholders of subcategories in the “resources” core category.3

The overall results show various stakeholders attached different levels of importance to the core
categories and subcategories. For example, Figure 5 illustrates the importance stakeholders placed
on the subcategories in the “resources” core category. As the figure shows, engineers weighed
material selection much more heavily than did the other stakeholder groups, while planners
weighed site selection more heavily. This reflects the relative interests of these professions. Engineers have a greater interest in what is used to build a site and the life cycle of the materials
selected, whereas planners are more involved with site selection with regard to compatibility with
the neighboring environment and land-use requirements. Figure 6 illustrates the importance stakeholders placed on the subcategories in the “sense of place” core category. As shown in the figure,
architects weighed “active frontages” more heavily than the overall group, while engineers
weighed “secured by design” more heavily and emphasized “density” less.
The survey findings illustrate how professional stakeholders hold somewhat different perceptions
of how to create a sustainable community. The findings are consistent with those reported by the
Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment and the Department of the Environment,
Transport and the Regions (CABE and DETR, 2001:19) that perceptions “vary between stakeholders and will depend on the audience perceiving them rather than on the exact nature of the development.” An architect may have a very different perception of what makes a good urban environment compared to an engineer or an estate manager charged with its upkeep, while a developer may
perceive the added value in a development very differently than a local resident (ibid.).

DISCUSSION
The central interest of this paper is how the process of planning and development is informed,
coordinated, and directed toward attaining the vision of a sustainable community. The visionary
nature of sustainability and its multidimensional qualities provided our starting point. A review of
the literature confirmed that corporate engagement with developers, politicians, and communities
is required to build strategic coalitions based on interest and intent. We concluded that the com-

Journal of Architectural and Planning Research
31:1 (Spring, 2014)
19

FIGURE 6. Relative weighing by stakeholders of subcategories in the “sense of place” core category.3

plexity of the sustainability challenge requires strong governance; a venture sponsor who can
build effective public/private partnerships; and an effective teamwork approach in place to harness a mix of professionals, with leadership provided through a coordinating facilitator. We further
considered the function of sustainability assessment in the process of strategic choice to provide
feedforward and feedback, enabling planning to adapt in light of learning from engagement and
experimentation. This assessment should be used to design ways to bring together the many
activities performed by various stakeholders in new and self-sustaining relationships. In short, we
concluded that a system of corporate project management governance is required to drive and
coordinate the deliberate pursuit of sustainability.
Aristotle called this “second-road thinking” based on the insight that complex problem solving
requires admitting voices of difference (Newman and Jennings, 2008:157). Innovative solutions to
the “wicked” problems related to developing sustainable communities frequently require engaging
with different perspectives but ultimately adopting a collective way of thinking (ibid.). As Xing, et
al. (2009:216) pointed out, “Stakeholder engagement is an important element for improving confidence in a sustainability assessment. Further, it is often argued that sustainability issues can most
adequately be addressed through the development of more transparent, integrated and dialogic
approaches to modelling.”
That developing sustainable communities must be a collective process is underlined by the need
forFigure
integrated
6 assessment. This requires an “interdisciplinary process of combining, interpreting
and communicating knowledge from diverse scientific disciplines in such a way that insights are
made available to decision makers” (Rotmans, 1998:155). And as Kaatz, et al. (2005) argued, collective decision shaping is required because stakeholder participation brings legitimacy and transparency when compromises are needed. In this line, Weaver and Rotmans (2006:12) suggested that
sustainability assessment should be understood as a “cyclical, participatory process of scoping”
through which a “shared interpretation of sustainability … is developed.” Moreover, designing
with a narrow set of stakeholders results in a skewed account of the importance of topics. The
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stakeholder survey discussed above clearly shows the differences in priorities when different
types of development professionals are involved in identifying the most important aspects of
defining a sustainable community. Mathur, et al. (2008:607) suggested that assessments would be
improved by “continuous dialogue where stakeholders have the opportunity (and are encouraged) to reflect on and reconsider their views in the light of … other stakeholders.”
Society seeks to create more sustainable communities, yet the assessment of sustainability at the
community level is difficult (Deakin, 2009b:235). A reflexive system of corporate governance that
commits powerful stakeholders to direct and oversee the adaptive project management process
through which a multi-professional team coordinates the planning and implementation of action is
critical to the strategic planning process. The measurement of sustainability and transparency
evident in the communication of results is vital to ensuring that the process remains flexible,
accountable, and effective throughout the development period.
The assessment of community-development sustainability should not be a separate technical
process. Instead, it should be closely integrated with inclusive governance structures and decision-making processes (Deakin, 2009b:241; Mathur, et al., 2008:606). The sustainability assessment framework developed in this paper clarifies the relationship between the planning process
and its governance, informed by assessment intelligence. The value of the framework is to provide
sign-posting to help progress decision making. However, the discussion of sustainability measurement highlighted the problems related to choosing a type of assessment tool, identifying
issues regarding local specificity, and recognizing the time scales of change. Professional judgments wrestle with such matters and the variability among stakeholder perceptions, themselves
formed from differing biographies of experience and professional education. These discussions
highlight the importance of perceptions in interpreting priorities when planning at the community
level.
The reality, as evidenced by the survey findings, is that different stakeholders will hold and act on
different perceptions. This has to be taken into account in any multidisciplinary evaluation process. Delivering sustainable-community planning will require that professionals cross boundaries,
including the interface of private and public exchange. These crossings will be needed to ensure
the effective integration of both explicit/professional and tacit/lay forms of knowledge into more
deliberative forms of practice (Cooper, 2009:118).
The survey findings illustrated an adherence to the “subject specific.” There is a need for the core
occupations to redress this and expand their knowledge and skills toward the social and cognitive
competencies that require sharing experience and insights.
This paper affirms the process of developing a shared framework for planning and assessing
sustainable communities. Evaluation is an essential element of a responsive planning process and
has to be structured and articulated within the process from the beginning. A key conclusion of
this research is the importance of the process of sustainability assessment as a learning tool within
a teamwork culture that is receptive to a plurality of views. Provision for communication and
engagement to achieve collectively supported decision making at every stage in the planning
process must be hard-wired into the governance system of assessment for the development of
sustainable communities.

NOTES
1. Feedback refers to learning from the outcomes of action. Thus, feedback controls are used to recognize the
actual impacts and consequences of planned interventions. Alternatively, feedforward intelligence directs the
selection of interventions intended to bring about desired change in the future. Feedforward intelligence is
concerned with anticipating future changes in the external environment and using acquired understanding to
envision how positive change to the emerging future can be secured using selective interventions. Indicators are
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used to frame the gathering and interpretation of both feedback and feedforward intelligence. The complexity of
environmental factors of place, time, and stakeholder mix inevitably require the adoption of “core” indicators
that are appropriate for the individual environment and development nexus. The selection of such indicators is
a key determining activity in the overall planning process.
2. The percentages in the figure may not add up to 100 due to rounding.
3. The percentages in the figure may not add up to 100 due to rounding. In addition, the “overall” numbers given
in the figure represent the mean score of all 33 survey respondents, regardless of their expertise.
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