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Abstract
A common criticism of the sustainability field is that definitions are vague and
that the vast amount of different tools, methods and concepts leads to confusion.
In response to this challenge, for the past 25 years a group of scientists has
explored the possibility to develop an overarching and unifying framework that
would allow for a structured overview of other concepts, methods and tools and
therefore allow for concrete, strategic planning for sustainability. Over this 25year period the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) has
been tested in learning loops between scientists and practitioners and has
continuously been developed. The aim of this research is to contribute
specifically to the social sustainability definition of this framework, which has
been found lacking both in theory and practice.
The research first establishes exactly in which ways the social dimension is
underdeveloped, both from a theoretical and from a practitioner’s perspective. In
addition, the research explores the general field of social sustainability in order
to understand the larger field, but also to gather inspiration and understand
similar approaches. This exploration leads to the conclusion that the larger field
of social sustainability is also under-developed and underscores the importance
of this research.
Based on this conclusion, a new approach to social sustainability within the
FSSD is created based on a systems approach to the social system. Various
aspects of the social system are identified to be essential for sustainability,
namely trust, common meaning, diversity, capacity for learning and capacity for
self-organization. Then, overriding mechanisms by which these aspects of the
social system can be degraded are identified. Based on the understanding of the
essential aspects of the social system and the identified overriding mechanisms
of degradation of these, a hypothesis for a definition of social sustainability by
basic principles is presented. The proposed principles are, that in a socially
sustainable society, people are not subject to structural obstacles to: (1) health,
(2) influence, (3) competence, (4) impartiality and (5) meaning-making. These
aim to function as exclusion criteria for re-design for social sustainability.
The research then presents two evaluations of this new approach, one based on
workshops and interviews with FSSD practitioners and one via an FSSDanalysis of ISO 26000. Both evaluations support this new approach as useful and
workable, and also contribute to suggestions for further improvement.
Overall, the research contributes with a hypothesis for a definition of social
sustainability, which is general enough to be applied irrespective of spatial and
temporal constraints, but concrete enough to guide decision-making and
monitoring. This is a contribution to systems science in the sustainability field,
and it is a step towards creating an enhanced support for strategic planning and
innovation for sustainability.
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1. Introduction

1. Introduction
For over 50 years, scientists and other thought leaders have been trying to call
attention to the degradation of the foundation for human civilization through
unsustainable behaviour and have extensively documented the negative effects
of this behaviour (Carson 1962, Meadows et al. 1972, Steffen et al. 2004,
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 2005, Stern 2007, Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change 2007, Rockström et al. 2009, Steffen et al. 2011). The 2012
Living Planet Report details that humanity is currently using 50 per cent more
resources than the earth can provide on a yearly basis and that by 2030 even two
planets would not be enough for human consumption levels (World Wildlife
Fund, 2012).

1.1.

Sustainability: A Wicked Challenge Requiring
Systems Change

Over these 50 years, it has become more and more clear that all the individual
issues amount to systematic degradation of our biosphere and are not just oneoff issues that can be tackled individually (Rockström et al. 2009, WWF 2010).
The issues and causes are interrelated in a myriad of ways and include many
uncertainties (Hartman et al 2009, Kahane 2010), which leads to the
sustainability challenge being complex. It is, therefore, also often considered a
‘wicked problem’ - a problem that is complex, where uncertainty is high, where
there is debate over values and where solutions are not obvious (Rittel and
Webber 1973, Funtowicz and Ravetz 1993). The underlying problem seems to
be that many of our human social systems are built on fundamentally
unsustainable tenants and, therefore, entire systems change is required to move
towards sustainability (Senge 2006, Mirchandani 2010, Draper 2013). In
essence, we need to find ways to strategically and systematically transform
many of our man-made systems.

1.2. Sustainable Development
In response to the evidence of the state of our world, a movement advocating for
sustainable development emerged. While starting out as an environmental
movement in the 1960s, it slowly became a broader movement that
acknowledged the interwovenness of people´s ecological, social and economic
well-being (McKenzie 2004, Littig and Griessler 2005, Cuthill 2010).
Politically, sustainable development (SD) most prominently entered the global
arena in 1987 in a report from the United Nations Commission on Environment
and Development, also known as the Brundtland report. The report stated
“Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable - to ensure that it
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
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generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and
Development 1987). In 1992, at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, this
definition was adopted as the universal definition of sustainable development
and has since been the basis for various discussions in the international policy
arena, such as the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg
in 2002 and the Rio+20 conference in Rio de Janeiro in 2012, as well as efforts
on a regional level to put this idea into practice, such as Agenda 21.
There has been much criticism of the Brundtland definition, mainly in relation to
the vagueness of what sustainability and sustainable development actually mean
(e.g., Jacobs 1999, McKenzie 2004). Paehlke (2001, 7 as cited in Partridge
2005) argues that sustainable development is a concept “so amorphous that it
might mean anything.” As Jacobs (1999, 24) notes, “the vagueness of the
definition … allows business and ‘development’ interests (and their government
supporters) to claim that they are in favour of sustainable development when
actually they are the perpetrators of unsustainabilty”. The vagueness has also
led to a vast array of ideas, concepts, methods and tools to aid organizations and
governments to address the socio-ecological problems. This variety of
definitions, terms, approaches, methods and tools, many of them designed for
specific fields only, makes the sustainability field confusing and leads to a
growing need to understand how they relate to sustainability and to each other
(Huesemann 2001, Robèrt et al. 2002).

1.3. Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development
In response to the vagueness and lack of clarity in the sustainability field, and in
order to create a unifying structure for sustainability and processes to get there, a
group of scientists has explored the possibility to develop a framework that
would be helpful in this regard.
As pointed out above, it is clear that sustainability issues cannot be solved by
research within isolated disciplines and that, in order to match the complexity of
the issues, a transdisciplinary approach is needed (Borch and Arthur 1995, Max Neef 2005, Steffen et al. 2011, Shrivastava et al. 2013). In addition, both the
ecological and social systems behave in complex ways; thus traditional linear
logic is not an appropriate tool in this context (Clark et al. 1995, Max-Neef
2005; Rockström et al. 2009).
The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) is therefore
explicitly built on a transdisciplinary approach and insights from systems
science. In order to avoid the reductionism that often comes hand in hand with
linear thinking, “a rigorous scientific understanding was needed that also
allowed for dealing with trade-offs from the perspective of a future sustainable
situation and therefore minimises the risk of creating new problems while
solving the known ones” (Bratt, 2014, 26). To address the vagueness levied at
the sustainability field, the FSSD has been designed to give guidance on
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strategically moving any region, organization, project or planning endeavour
towards social and ecological sustainability in an economically viable way.
This framework has now been under continuous development over a 25-year
consensus and peer-review process including theoretical exploration, followed
by refinement and testing with scientists and practitioners. The FSSD has been
elaborated and refined in theory (Robèrt 1994, Holmberg and Robèrt 2000,
Broman et al. 2000, Robèrt 2000, Robèrt et al. 2002, Ny et al. 2006) and the
principles have been applied by a variety of business leaders (Electrolux 1994,
Robèrt 1997, Anderson 1998, Nattrass 1999, Broman et al. 2000, Leadbitter
2002, Matsushita 2002, Nattrass and Altomare 2002) and policy makers (Gordon
2003, Cook 2004, Strauss-Kahn 2004, James and Lahti 2004) to create a bird’seye perspective on challenges and opportunities from a sustainability
perspective. This framework has also been applied to relate various tools,
methods and concepts for sustainable development to sustainability and to each
other (Robèrt 2000, Robèrt et al. 2002, Robèrt et al. 2013a), including ecodesign tools (Byggeth and Hochschorner 2006) and for company decision
systems (Hallstedt et al. 2010), and has been taught and used to structure
teaching, research and cooperation within and between academic institutions
(Broman et al. 2002, Waldron et al. 2004, Waldron 2005, Robèrt et al. 2013a,
Missimer and Connell 2012). For an updated review of the FSSD with some
applications, and for references, see Robèrt et al. 2013b.
The FSSD seems to be one of the most rigorous and systematic attempts to
provide an operational definition of sustainability and strategic guidelines for
how to reach visions framed by such a definition. However, it has also become
clear over the 25 years of development of the FSSD, that the social dimension of
the framework is neither as robust nor as concrete as the ecological dimension
(More detail on this claim will be presented in 2.1).

1.4. Aim of this Research
The above led to the idea to explore this shortcoming of the FSSD as well as a
potential way to address it. The aim of the research thus has been to further
develop the social dimension of the FSSD and thus contribute to the larger
academic field and movement of sustainable development. As such the research
has a theoretical purpose, but only in so far as one cannot work strategically in
practice without a clear theoretical concept. The main aim has always been to
support the real-life transition towards a sustainable future.

1.4.1 Research Question
The main research question that guided the research has been:
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How can the FSSD be further developed as regards the
social dimension to better aid more concrete planning
and decision-making for sustainable innovation?
The accompanying research objectives were:
•
•
•
•
•

To get a general understanding of how FSSD practitioners currently
work with the social dimension of the FSSD
To get a general understanding of the general social sustainability field
within academia
To describe in which ways the current social dimension of the FSSD is
under-developed and not robust
To develop a prototype of a new approach to social sustainability within
the FSSD, that is more scientifically rigorous and concrete
To test this new prototype and evaluate the results from the testing.

1.4.2 Scope
In this thesis the social dimension of sustainability refers to the sustainability of
the social system – what is required to keep the social system functioning and
how can this functioning be undermined. It does not focus on the social
dimension of sustainability in the sense of the social change that is needed for
sustainability in general to occur; although these two are certainly connected.
This work focuses specifically on exploring social sustainability in line with the
approach as presented in Section 2.1 and in more detail in Section 2.3. While a
literature review of other social sustainability approaches has been conducted to
understand the field and gather inspiration (See section 2.3), the main focus is on
further developing the FSSD specifically. The rationale for this focus is based on
the unifying ambition and approach of the FSSD. The FSSD aims to identify
basic mechanisms for un-sustainability that explain and cover the myriad of
impacts from our un-sustainable design of modern society, and enable any
planning endeavour to systematically approach a situation where it no longer
contributes to these mechanisms. Finally, the approach allows for the strategic
selection of tools, methods and concepts needed to support a transition from the
current situation towards sustainability.
There are other concepts and protocols such as Corporate Social Responsibility,
Social Life Cycle Assessment, ISO 26000, the Global Compact, the Global
Reporting Initiative, etc., which are related to the topic of social sustainability.
The time and scope of this thesis did not allow for exploration of all of these.
Paper E focuses on an analysis of ISO 26000, as this guidance has been heralded
as the de-facto social responsibility standard. However, the other approaches
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will also have to be analysed in detail in future research to paint a full picture of
their connections, overlaps, complementarities and possible contradictions.
The research presented in this doctoral thesis is part of a larger effort with the
same aim. The work is undertaken in the Sustainability-Driven Innovation
Group at the Department of Strategic Sustainable Development. As such, the
research is situated in the context of strategic planning and product1 innovation.
While this doctoral dissertation does not directly touch upon product innovation,
further research is already on its way to investigate how such a more elaborated
and refined definition of social sustainability can be integrated with support
methods and tools for strategic planning and product innovation.

1	
  Product

here refers to physical artefacts, software, processes, services or combinations

of these.
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2. Background
Before diving into the main research of this thesis, this section details areas that
serve as the background to the research.
The first section describes the core tenants of the FSSD (based on insights from
working with ecological sustainability) that also form the basis of the work on
social sustainability presented in this dissertation.
Section 2.2 gives more insight into how practitioners of the FSSD are working
with the social dimension and what challenges they face. This serves as a
baseline to understand the practical implications and shortcomings the current
approach has, as well as improvements practitioners see as essential.
Finally, Section 2.3 is a synthesis of the general academic literature and
discussion on social sustainability. It serves to position the research presented in
this dissertation in the larger academic context as well as to examine whether the
research can be informed by existing approaches.

2.1. Core Insights of the FSSD
At the foundation of the FSSD lies a 5-level model (see Figure 1):
The systems level describes the overall
major functioning of the system, in this case
the social system of the human society within
the biosphere. The current threats to and
degradation of this system are the rationale
for the levels that follow. To apply an
analogy, in chess, the system level contains
the board, pieces and rules of the game.

Figure 1: The 5-level
model that the FSSD is
based on.

6

The success level specifies the definition of
the objective, in this case, sustainability.
Returning to the analogy, to checkmate
one’s opponent is success, which can
happen in almost uncountable combinations
all complying with the same basic principles
of checkmate. To understand the principled
definition of winning in chess, it is
important to know enough about the system.

2. Background

But it is not necessary to know everything about the system of chess, with all its
history and theoretical and strategic implications. The next level requires this
key second level.
The strategic guidelines level specifies the guidelines for how to approach the
objective strategically. This implies a step-by-step approach toward the objective
in an economically viable way. The step-wise transition is guided by
“backcasting” thinking, i.e., thinking back from a vision fulfilling the objective
to the current situation – backcasting – to identify possible transition paths. A
unique feature of the FSSD is that the backcasting does not only, or necessarily,
occur from a simplified image of a desirable future (as in “scenario-planning),
but from basic principles designed as boundary conditions for re-design.2 In
chess, moves serve as strategic steps toward fulfilment of the principles for
checkmate. Trade-offs, for instance sacrificing a piece for a higher strategic
cause, are selected from their capacity to serve as platforms toward complying
with principles of success (level 2), rather than as choices between inherent
evils.
The actions level comprises everything done in concrete terms (e.g., in chess,
the actual moves). Strategic guidelines at level 3 are applied to inspire, inform,
and scrutinize every action or investment that is put into a strategic plan.
The tools level includes concepts, methods, and tools that are often required for
decision support, monitoring, and disclosures of the actions to ensure they are
chosen in line with the strategic guidelines to arrive stepwise at success in the
system. Examples in sustainable development include modelling, management
systems, indicators, and life cycle assessments. In chess, this would include
everything from books on how to play, to management systems to store and
analyse game-by-game moves and outcomes.

2

First, given differing values, it can be difficult for large groups to agree on	
  relatively
detailed descriptions (scenarios) of a desirable distant future. Second, given
technological and cultural evolution, which keep changing the conditions for the optimal
path ahead, it is best to avoid overly specific assumptions of the future too early in a
process of transformation. What may seem as an optimal final solution today, may be
helplessly obsolete tomorrow. Third, how do we know that the scenario from which we
backcast is really sustainable in the first place if it is not assessed against robust
sustainability principles? And, finally, if we backcast directly from scenarios without
having them scrutinized against basic principles for sustainability, it is difficult to draw
general conclusions or gain learning from one topic or organization that could be
transferred to other topics and organizations. In addition, as a principle-based vision is
more flexible than its scenario-based counterpart because success can be achieved in a
variety of ways (as long as the principles are met), organizational learning experts
observe that these types of constraints stimulate creativity. For example, Senge (2003, 5)
states “understanding your constraints frees you to create”.
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2.1.1 The Reasoning behind the 5-level Model
In earlier work with ecological sustainability, it became clear that the discourse
in society was characterized by high levels of confusion as to how to define this
and approach the subject strategically. For example, biofuels was often
mentioned as a principle for sustainability. However, if practices around biofuels
build on a type of harvesting that destroys ecosystems or create negative social
impacts by ruining cultures, it is actually not sustainable and can therefore not be
a basic sustainability principle in itself.
The 5-level structure of the FSSD evolved to avoid such confusion by keeping a
strict, logical separation between levels, especially between the system as such
and the objective in the system. The objective can then serve as the functional
system boundaries that guide the further research of the system. What aspects of
the system (level 1) are essential to reach the objective (level 2)?
This overcomes one common challenge when working in complex systems,
namely the challenge that one can get lost in the details and complex
interrelationships of the system, never arriving at a good-enough understanding
of how all the parts interrelate to ever move on to do something with this
information.
Once the objective is clearly defined, it is also possible to look for strategic
guidelines (level 3) by which actions (level 4) can be organized in a step-wise
strategic plan, and relevant concepts, methods and tools for decision-making and
monitoring of the planned transition route can be chosen or developed (level 5).
For the example above, this leads to the conclusion that a change to biofuels is
an action (level 4) that may, or not, follow strategic guidelines (level 3) as a
stepping stone to arrive at success framed by some basic principle of
sustainability (level 2). The question is then, what are those principles of
sustainability?

2.1.2 Sustainability Principles
As mentioned above, a unique aspect of the FSSD is that any definition of
success is required to be within basic sustainability principles (SPs). The
principles for ecological sustainability were derived through the following logic
and by asking the following question: Sustainability has really only become
relevant as a consequence of humanity´s unsustainability, when we
systematically overstep or challenge the systems on which we depend.
Therefore, sustainability can be defined as not systematically overstepping the
boundaries of the systems on which we depend. The question then becomes by
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what overriding mechanisms, upstream at the point of first approximation in
chains of causality, do human activities set off the myriad of downstream
impacts that destroy the ecological system?
Literature studies provided empirical knowledge of the functioning of the
ecosystem and the sustainability challenge in this regard (level 1 of the FSSD).
This knowledge and conceptual modelling sessions with groups of experts led to
a first attempt to come up with overriding mechanisms of degradation that would
explain ecological unsustainability. It was shown to be possible to cluster the
myriad downstream impacts into a few upstream first-order mechanisms.
Thereafter, a “not” was inserted for each mechanism to form first-order
sustainability principles, which can be used as constraints for re-design.
Next, the generality of this attempted principled definition of ecological
sustainability was tested on more empirical data of the ecosystem and the
sustainability challenge related to it. This gave rise to a new and more refined
definition, which was tested again, and so on.
It was found, during the learning process, that to be functional within the FSSD,
the set of basic principles for the objective must have the following
characteristics (Robèrt 2000; Ny et. al 2006)
•
•

•
•
•
•

Science-based, that is, compliant with relevant scientific knowledge
available to date.
Necessary for sustainability, that is, to avoid imposing unnecessary
requirements and to avoid confusion over elements that may be
debatable.
Sufficient for sustainability, that is, the principles taken together should
cover all relevant aspects.
General, that is, people from various societal sectors and scientific
disciplines should be able to understand and use them.
Concrete, that is, capable of guiding actions and problem solving.
Distinct, that is, mutually exclusive to facilitate comprehension and
monitoring.

In their current form the basic principles for ecological sustainability are:
In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing…
1) …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust
(e.g., CO2 from fossil fuels, or heavy metals and radioactive isotopes),
2) …concentrations of substances produced by society
(e.g., CFC’s, NOx and endocrine disruptors),
3) …degradation by physical means
(e.g., deforestation, overfishing and overuse of water tables),
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Furthermore, so far a single overarching principle for social sustainability has
been used in the FSSD (SP4). This is based on some knowledge about the
constitution of human beings, namely that most people have a desire to fulfil
their needs and some capacity to do so if not hindered by others. If this capacity
is systematically undermined by social means, that would represent social
unsustainability (cf. with the Brundtland definition above).
The basic principle for social sustainability (prior to this research work) is:
In a sustainable society,
4) …people are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine their
capacity to meet their needs
(e.g., from the abuse of political and economic power).
The sustainability principles help people in companies, municipalities, etc., to
ask relevant questions and to identify how they contribute to unsustainability as
well as to discover opportunities and step-wise approaches to phase out such
contributions. The sustainability principles can also guide research (e.g., on
indicators) even before critical boundaries are trespassed.

2.2. Practitioners´ Experience with the Social Dimension
The FSSD is used by practitioners all across the world to support companies and
communities to move towards sustainability as well as create sustainable
innovation and improve the utility of various support-tools for sustainable
development. This section gives some insight into how practitioners are
currently working with the social dimension and what challenges they face. The
practical experience of practitioners was an important piece in understanding in
what ways the FSSD might be further developed, as the core aim is for the social
dimension to be scientifically robust as well as concrete enough to be used to
support strategic planning towards sustainability.
The practitioners´ experience was assessed via a structured questionnaire
interview, where an online questionnaire was distributed to FSSD practitioners
via various network channels (the Natural Step Network, the Master´s in
Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability network as well as various informal
Facebook and LinkedIn groups that are associated with the use of the FSSD).
This comes with its limitations in terms of the depths of understanding that can
be generated and the lack of ability to clarify statements. However, it was
regarded as exploratory research; it was not necessarily a thorough assessment of
the current state. The findings created enough of an understanding to move on to
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assess in depth the conceptual shortcomings of the FSSD (Paper A) and to create
an evolved prototype of an approach.
The questionnaire was started by 56 individuals, 50 of whom finished the
questionnaire and provided meaningful input for the inquiry. 23 of the 50
received their training in the FSSD during their time at the Master´s programme
in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability at the Blekinge Institute of
Technology (BTH) and had thus spent 10 months learning about the approach.
Four participants had received their training of the FSSD from the 10-week
distance course offered at BTH. In both of these groups, many then built on their
theoretical understanding by using the framework in their practical work, either
directly as consultants or in their own projects. 12 questionnaire participants
learned the framework basics via a TNS (The Natural Step) training, seven
learned it “on the job” mostly at TNS offices around the world and four had no
official training, but have learned about the framework through reading and
other forms of self-study.
The questionnaire was aimed at finding out how practitioners were working with
the social sustainability principle (SP4) of the FSSD and what their insights and
challenges were.
Results of the questionnaire
One participant mentioned that one of the challenges of SP4 on its own was that
it was “not easy to define needs and satisfiers if you don´t use another tool (e.g.,
Manfred Max-Neef´s theory).” Indeed, the vast majority of the respondents
replied that they used Manfred-Max Neef´s theory of human needs (Max-Neef et
al. 1991) to go further into the sustainability principle. This was not surprising as
this is an approach both taught by BTH and some TNS offices.
Some aspects that were mentioned as positive were that SP4 was a superb
conversation starter (two respondents) and that it “gives us a full sustainability
picture in one sentence, which is very helpful”. Also, one respondent mentioned
that a benefit of the current approach was that it made people realize that social
sustainability is not just about poor people. One respondent also appreciated that
"it frames it around people's capacity to meet their own needs not being
undermined (as opposed needing to be met by others)”.
When asked directly about challenges in their work with the SP4, three
practitioners indicated that they had no challenges at all. The top challenges that
were mentioned by the other practitioners were as follows:
•

Vague: 15 respondents directly said that the SP as it was written, was
too vague, too general or not practical enough to work with. In addition,
four practitioners in practice used other tools or supplemented SP4 with
tools such as the Human Rights concept, ILO conventions or others. On
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•

•

the other hand, two practitioners said that it was an advantage that the
SP was so broad, because it allowed other tools to be brought in.
Measurement: Perhaps as a result of the above, nine practitioners
mentioned the challenge of not being able measure progress on SP4 as it
was formulated. Some participants connected this to not being able to
measure social sustainability using SP4 in terms of financial benefits. In
opposition to that, one participant mentioned that they felt the social
dimension was better measured than the environmental one.
Scientific Rigor: Three participants pointed out that the social
dimension needed work to achieve a similar scientific foundation as the
ecological dimension had. Two participants pointed out that it was a
challenge that there was not similar scientific support or consensus
around SP4 as there was around SPs 1-3. Another participant pointed
out that what qualified as a violation of SP4 was currently rather
subjective.

The pattern that stood out the most from the questionnaire data was that there
was a lack of clarity and a vast degree of confusion or different interpretations
about social sustainability within the FSSD or SP4 specifically; one person was
still referring to an old version of SP4 with “fair and efficient resource use”
which was replaced around 2004, one person considered the business case for
sustainability (e.g., Willard 2012) to be about social sustainability; four
respondents considered social sustainability to be about the social change needed
in society to adopt sustainability overall (e.g., “In my opinion social
sustainability includes many aspects - social equity and justice, public health,
quality of life, behaviour change for social change, corporate social
responsibility, leadership"); one considered financial sustainability of a company
as part of social sustainability; one respondent worked with social sustainability
as the “ability of staff to meet the needs of customers”; one respondent admitted
to “dumping all the social aspects of sustainability into SP4”, while another
reported that when using SP4 in workshops this was where people went “wild”,
bringing up “all the theories they have ever heard”. This respondent concluded
that “talking about human needs and about SP4 time and time again leads to a lot
of debate and actually distraction in the groups that I work with.” One other
participant echoed this feeling of distraction from the core.
Another aspect that was mentioned as unclear was the connection between
individual human needs and society, as well as the connection between human
needs and ecological sustainability (two respondents).
Four respondents mentioned challenges related to social sustainability in
general, namely that social sustainability comes after everything else (two) and
that business does not understand how it relates to them (two). One of the latter
two explained it as business having the following response “I shouldn't make
this business decision as it will impact negatively (potentially) on some people
we have never met and that might come back on our business because ...... (no
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answer)". Finally, one practitioner mentioned that they were not convinced that
“we have found a way to present […SP4…] in a way so that organizations
consider it strategic”.
Four people also considered the wording about barriers as a challenge. One
respondent stated that "Generally the ‘no barriers to meeting human needs’
draws a blank from people; discussion of human needs engages people." One
respondent felt that “the principle seems to imply solutions that make life less
fun”.
Finally, some practitioners went as far as saying that the FSSD is mostly
considered an environmental framework because of the under-development of
the social side (three) or even that an emphasis on this approach to social
sustainability “can damage the client´s acceptance of the FSSD”.
Six respondents directly called for an overhaul or further development of SP4;
three additional ones mentioned that a better narrative, metaphor or explanation
was needed for the social side of the FSSD. As one practitioner put it, "It is a
huge area covered in a short sentence that was cutting edge once it was
introduced in the early nineties but nowadays is a bit vague".
Having discovered the desire from practitioners to evolve the work with social
sustainability, the next section looks at the overall academic field of social
sustainability to discover the main themes in academic discourse.

2.3. The General Social Sustainability Field
A main theme within the academic discourse is that, despite the
conceptualization of sustainability as a three pillar concept that integrates social,
economic and environment concerns (McKenzie 2004, Littig and Griessler 2005,
Cuthill 2010), the social dimension of sustainability has been essentially
neglected (Littig and Griessler 2005, Partridge 2005, Kunz 2006, Cuthill 2010,
Dempsey et al. 2011, Vallance 2011). Spangenberg and Omann (2006, 319)
state that “although as equally important as economic or environmental
sustainability (United Nations, 1993), it [social sustainability] still lacks broad
recognition”.
The topic has, however, gained increased attention in the last 10 years with more
scholars focusing specifically on the social pillar of sustainability, discussing
definitions, implications and indicators for this “pillar” of sustainability (e.g.,
Koning 2001, Barron and Gauntlet 2002, McKenzie 2004, City of Vancouver
2005, Littig and Griessler 2005, Kunz 2006, Cuthill 2010, Dempsey et al. 2011,
Boström 2012). With this increased focus on defining the social pillar, various
definitions of what social sustainability actually is have been brought to the
table. Table 1 on the next page provides an overview.
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Table 1: Social Sustainability Definitions
McKenzie,
2004, 12

Social sustainability is a life-enhancing condition within
communities, and a process within communities that can achieve
that condition.

Barron and
Gauntlet
2002, vi

Social sustainability occurs when formal and informal processes,
systems, structures and relationships actively support the capacity
of future generations to create healthy and liveable communities.
Socially sustainable communities are equitable, diverse, connected
and democratic and provide a good quality of life.

Stren and
Polese 2000,
15-16

Social sustainability of a city is the “development and/or growth
that is compatible with the harmonious evolution of civil society
fostering an environment conducive to the compatible cohabitation
of culturally and socially diverse groups while at the same time
encouraging social integration, with improvements in the quality of
life for all segments of the population.

Littig and
Griessler
2005, 72

Social sustainability is given, if work within a society and the
related institutional arrangements satisfy an extended set of human
needs and are shaped in a way that nature and its reproductive
capabilities are preserved over a long period of time and the
normative claims of social justice, human dignity and participation
are fulfilled.

Sachs, 1999,
32–33

Social sustainability includes achieving a fair degree of social
homogeneity, equitable income distribution, employment that
allows the creation of decent livelihoods, and equitable access to
resources and social services, […] a balance between respect for
tradition and innovation, and self-reliance, endogeneity and selfconfidence.

City of
Vancouver,
2005, 12

For a community to function and be sustainable, the basic needs of
its residents must be met. A socially sustainable community must
have the ability to maintain and build on its own resources and have
the resiliency to prevent and/or address problems in the future.

Partridge (in
Spangenberg
and Omann
2006)

A socially sustainable society is one that is just, equitable, inclusive
and democratic, and provides a decent quality of life for current and
future generations.

Some authors have elaborated their definitions. This seems to be especially the
case with definitions which originate in community planning, often in
participatory processes. Two of the more comprehensive elaborations come from
The City of Vancouver and the work done by Barron and Gauntlet for the
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Western Australian Council of Social Services. The City of Vancouver (2005)
identifies individual basic needs, individual or human capacity and social or
community capital as the essential components of social sustainability and add
the guiding principles of equity, social inclusion and interaction, security and
adaptability. Barron and Gauntlet (2002) put forth the principles of equity,
diversity, interconnectedness and quality of life, as well as democracy and
governance, and specific characteristics that come with each of these.
Other authors, rather than providing a specific definition, or in addition to the
definition, list themes or aspects of social sustainable development. The lists of
themes or aspects can comprise from four to 43 items, depending on the author
and range from broader themes such as general equity and leadership to more
specific ones such as walkable neighbourhoods and mixed tenure (For an
overview see Missimer 2013).
Despite the increased focus on the social sustainability dimension over the last
10 years, the assessment of the field in recent years seems no different than
earlier. Dempsey et al. (2011, 289) conclude that “surprisingly little attention
has been given to the definition of social sustainability […]”.3 There is still a
relatively limited literature (Colantonio et al. 2009, Dempsey et al. 2011), a lack
of a clear theoretical concept (Littig and Griessler 2005, Dempsey et al. 2011), a
lack of clear understanding of the meaning and interpretation (Weingaertner and
Moberg 2011) and a lack of clear indicators that help distinguish sustainable
development from un-sustainable development (Omann and Spangenberg 2002).
Colantonio et al. (2009, 16) assert:
“The concept of social sustainability has been under-theorised or
often oversimplified in existing theoretical constructs […].
Furthermore, no consensus seems to exist on what criteria and
perspectives should be adopted in defining social sustainability.
Each author or policy maker derives their own definition
according to discipline-specific criteria or study perspective,
making a generalised definition difficult to achieve.”
There seem to be a number of challenges:
•

The social sustainability concepts are built on “concepts, such as
community, society, and inclusiveness, that themselves have no clear
definition (Davidson 2007, 791).”

•

Social sustainability is an analytical and a normative concept, but these
aspects are not always clearly separated, leading to confusion in the
prioritization process (Littig and Griessler 2005).

3

Dempsey et al. (2011) discuss social sustainability specifically in relation to urban
development.
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•

Objectives and indicators are frequently selected based on practical
understanding rather than theory and, therefore, often reflect current
political agendas as well as theoretically unfounded assumptions (Littig and
Griessler 2005). Omann and Spangenberg (2002), for example, highlight
how social sustainability is approached differently in different EU countries
based on the internal political conversation (emphasis on labour in Germany,
consumption in the Netherlands, etc.). Sometimes, as Davidson (2009) has
observed, the term social sustainability is simply used to describe the current
system of social welfare and policy.

•

The social sciences have concerned themselves with a wide variety of social
objectives, strategies and measurement instruments, but often with little
consideration of the sustainability perspective (Metzner 2000 as cited in
Spangenberg und Omann 2006 and Colantonio et al. 2009). “This deficit
makes it difficult to systematise the different elements responding to certain
problems or project priorities, which dominate the current debate, and this
in turn is a major obstacle for any attempt to prioritise among the criteria
developed in an ad hoc fashion, for strategy development and
assessment” (Spangenberg und Omann 2006, 320).

•

Finally, there is no optimum for indicators and it is problematic to establish
benchmarks (Colantonio 2007).

The above findings seem to indicate that the social dimension of sustainability is
still underdeveloped but that a clear conceptual framework is important and
requested. This situation seems similar to how it was for the ecological
sustainability challenges some decades ago: there was a general understanding
that ecosystems were deteriorating, but it was unclear how the myriad of threats
connected at a basic and operational level and the societal, as well as scientific,
discourses was plagued by a lack of systems perspective. This called for some
framework(s) that could provide understanding of the problems and their
connections as well as strategies to solve the problems without causing new
problems somewhere else. The development of the ecological aspects of the
FSSD shows that it was possible to make these connections visible and to tackle
the problems systematically through re-design (Missimer et al. 2015a). This
further therefore suggests that a development of the social dimension of a
framework like the FSSD is appropriate and urgently needed.
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3. Research Methodology
This section presents brief thoughts on scientific research to elucidate the
author’s stance as a researcher and presents the methods used to address the
research problem described above.

3.1. Research Paradigm
A paradigm is “a lens through which we view the world” (Collins 2010, 38). In
the context of research, it is the lens that influences how we approach and design
our study. Some also call this a worldview or epistemologies and ontologies
(Creswell 2013, 6). Creswell further suggests that individual researchers should
“make explicit the larger philosophical ideas they espouse”; this means the
philosophical worldview proposed in the study, a definition of basic ideas of that
worldview, and how the worldview shaped their approach to research (ibid).
When engaging in the study of ontologies, one usually encounters two dominant
streams - objectivism and subjectivism. Objectivism refers to the idea that
(social) phenomena have an existence that is independent and external to the
actor, while subjectivism proposes that all phenomena are produced by us
through perception and human interaction (Collins 2010, 203). These two are
traditionally presented as a dualism, which one needs to choose between in order
to devise a research strategy. The following quote summarizes the struggle (and
a resolution) that a researcher might face with this decision:
“Since these views [objectivism and subjectivism] are
clearly in opposition, it is difficult to reason how either can
provide the totality of knowledge and capture the entirety of
such enormous questions as 'what is real?'. Nor can I say
that I believe the truth is inside or outside of our own beings.
I am inclined, therefore, to take a pragmatic view of how
reality is and assume that aspects of both perspectives can
uncover valuable information. This is similar to Nietzsche's
'perspectivist' view. The wider the perspective, the broader
the understanding.
(Aly Rhodes as quoted in Collins 2010, 92)
The pragmatic view mentioned in the quote refers to the idea of “using whatever
philosophical or methodological approach works best for the particular
research problem at issue” (Robson 2011, 28). It is, at its core, problem-centred,
pluralistic and concerned with consequences of actions and real-world practice
(Creswell 2013). With this in mind, pragmatism seems like a good fit also for
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this research undertaking considering the background and aim described in
Sections 2 and 3.
In addition, the FSSD approach is based on, allows for and is strengthened by a
combination of these two paradigms. On the one hand, it approaches objectivity
by using scientific methodologies to understand the ecological and social
systems and deriving basic principles or boundary conditions from this
understanding. The whole point is to create something unifying beyond
differences of values and other subjective parameters. On the other hand, within
these boundary conditions and this scientific understanding, subjectivity and the
differences in values and meaning-making enhance and are needed to bring life
to the overarching framework in various contexts, a point which will be returned
to in section 5.1.1

3.2. Situating the Research
This research is part of the larger field of sustainability research. Sustainability
research should here be understood as intentional research. It aims to contribute
to sustainability, rather than only understand, explain and predict it. It is
research for sustainability, rather than only about sustainability (e.g., see Peattie
2011, 23).

3.2.1 Transdisciplinary Research
Shrivastava et al. (2013) as well as Lang et al. (2012), among others, argue for
sustainability as a transdisciplinary science. While no clear consensus on the
term transdisciplinary exists (e.g., Wickson et al. 2006, Pohl and Hadorn 2007),
the general approach includes seeing the work as real-life phenomena-driven
(not theory-driven) and based on collaboration between different academic
disciplines, but also between academic and non-academic actors; all with the
aim of integrative synthesis. It is also “co-evolutionary in the sense that research
and application occur iteratively, modifying each other (Shrivastava et al. 2013
(236).” It is indeed this integrative synthesis that this research also aims for.

3.2.2 Action Research
Action research (AR) seems like a natural fit with transdisciplinary research.
AR has a variety of definitions and approaches, but in essence “action research
is a framework for ‘inquiry that seeks to bring together action and reflection,
theory and practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical
solutions to issues of pressing concern to people (Reason and Bradbury 2006,
1)’ (as cited in Savin-Baden and Howell 2013).” The natural fit is based on both
the collaborative approach, but also the reflective nature of the endeavour,
which is needed for integrative synthesis.
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At its heart action research focuses on the improvement of practice of
practitioners in a certain field. This is also applicable to the research that this
dissertation is a part of. All three main researchers are also practitioners in the
field and the entire project´s aim is to provide better support to (SSD)
practitioners. In addition, the work is a collaboration between researchers and
partners in business, municipalities and other organizations, who are all
interested in a more solid and practical way to work with social sustainability.

3.2.1 Design Science Research
In his PhD thesis, Miller (2011) repositions sustainability science as a “science
of design”. Following Simon (1996, 111), he describes the process of design as
the choosing of a “course of action aimed at changing existing situations into
preferred ones”. It focuses on how things should be, rather than on how things
are (Miller 2011, 101). This, to me, seems like an apt positioning of
sustainability science, as it is important to understand not only what is currently
sustainable and unsustainable, but also what to do about the unsustainability and
how. We need prototyping and the creating and studying of solutions at a large
scale (also see Frye-Levine 2012). In this particular research, the approach also
seems fitting, because this research focuses on improving a heuristic to work
with sustainability. This required an understanding of the status quo of the
FSSD, followed by the suggestion of an improved framework, the improvement
of which required design in itself.

3.2.2 Paradigmatic Choices in each Approach
Transdisciplinarity comes with a certain set of assumptions. From an ontological
perspective it asserts that reality is manifested at multiple levels, where each
level has its own inherent logic. This means that epistemologically, many forms
of knowledge are necessary. Methodologically, it relies on rigor openness and
tolerance; ethically, it relies on discussion and dialogue (Shrivastava et al. 2013,
236). This aligns well with the pragmatism stance, because it allows for the
flexibility in approach that multiple levels of reality require and can therefore
accommodate various sets of knowledge.
Due to the emphasis on social improvement in action research, it is often
considered to fall into a research paradigm of advocacy and change, sometimes
called a transformative paradigm (e.g. Creswell 2013). A transformative
paradigm is usually considered a more radical extension to constructivism, and
therefore is often associated with a subjectivist worldview. However, even
action research can be carried out with a variety of worldviews (see e.g., SavinBaden and Major 2013, 246).
Design science, on the other hand, in its traditional form is more often associated
with an objectivist, positivist worldview (e.g., Baskerville et al. 2009). However,
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many different forms of design science exist today, and, especially the more
management based ones, also include more subjectivist constructivist
approaches (e.g., Avenier 2010).
This cursory overview shows that all of the approaches are flexible in terms of
paradigmatic choices, which matches well with the overall approach of
pragmatism, where the research questions determine the approach.

3.3. Research Design
Following the idea of sustainability as a design science, this research used a
design research methodology (e.g., Vaishnavi and Kuechler 2004, Peffers et al.
2007, Blessing and Chakrabarti 2009) to structure its research design. Design
research and a design research methodology usually include structured ways of
studying of a problem and its context, the suggestion of a solution prototype to
the problem, and a testing and rigorous evaluation of the solution prototype in
the context.

3.3.1 Overview and Methods for each Phase
Figure 2 gives an overview of the stages designed for this research. As the grey
arrows indicate in the image, the process is an iterative one, where continuous
learning takes place in each phase about all the other phases. The following
section describes each phase and the methods (basic means in the figure)
employed.

3.3.2 Research Clarification
This phase is about clarifying the goals of the research as well as other
influencing factors, such as the conceptual frameworks the researcher will rely
on. Maxwell (2005) has created an overarching research approach that supports
the researcher in the quest to achieve clarity and overcome biases. In this model,
the researcher asks him- or herself the following questions iteratively,
throughout the entire research design process:
1. Goals: Why is this study worth doing? What issues do I want to clarify?
What practices / policies do I want to influence? Why do I want to do
this study? And why would anyone care about the results?
2. Conceptual framework: What do I think is going on? What theories,
beliefs, and prior research will guide/inform this research? How will I
understand the people or issues I am studying?
3. Research Questions: What specifically do I want to understand by doing
this study? What do I not know about the thing I am studying that I want
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to learn? What questions will my research answer? And how are these
questions related?
4. Methods: What will I actually do in conducting this study?
5. Validity: How might my results and conclusions be wrong?

Figure 2: Research Phases. Adapted from Blessing and Chakrabarti (2009).

This iterative model matches well with the iterative model of the DRM
framework. The Introduction and Section 2 (in addition to this section, Section
3) present the results of the clarification phase. Since the goals and research
questions have already been presented in Section 1.4, and the methods will be
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described individually for each phase, the focus here will be on elucidating the
researcher´s conceptual frameworks.
Conceptual Frameworks
“What theories, beliefs, and prior research will guide/inform this research?”
(Maxwell 2005)
The main conceptual framework employed in this thesis is the Framework for
Strategic Sustainable Development, as described in Section 1 and 2.
Regarding conceptual frameworks in relation to research design, Section 3.1 and
3.2 have already laid out the researcher´s philosophies.
Other conceptual frameworks, mainly looking at social systems from a complex
adaptive systems lens, emerged later on in the research through the work
undertaken in various phases. This will therefore be presented in the Results
section.

3.3.3 Descriptive Phase I
The aim of the descriptive phase was to assess the current social dimension of
the FSSD, as presented in literature, as well as in the ways that practitioners use
it. The phase consisted of two studies – one presented Section 2.2 as background
material and one in Paper A.
The study presented in Section 2.2 was meant to give more insight into how
practitioners of the FSSD are currently working with the social dimension. This
was assessed in the form of a questionnaire described in the section.
Paper A was based on an analysis of literature regarding the FSSD, as well as
personal experiences of two co-authors of the paper, who have been part of the
FSSD development for the past 25 years. The analysis was performed using the
same generic five-level model for analysis of any systematic approach in any
system around which the FSSD is centred as described in Section 2.1. Since
founders of the FSSD were part of this work, this analysis was performed in
mental modelling sessions and discussions in addition to content analysis.

3.3.4 Prescriptive Phase
Papers B and C make up the Prescriptive Phase of the research. Both papers
focus on the creation of a prototype for a new approach, and were therefore
mainly characterized by theory building.
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One of the main aims of theory building is the creation of a (mental) model or
conceptual system of the phenomenon to be understood and/or explained
(Hanneman 1988, Jaccard and Jacoby 2010). Porter (1991) distinguishes
framework theories from theories that analyze a smaller number of relevant
variables deeply. The former takes a macro perspective and requires a certain
level of abstraction. Building on this, Törnberg (2011, 12) elaborates:
“Framework theories do not make quantitative predictions, and at times barely
even qualitative ones, but are useful to create a perspective and a viewpoint
from which the system can be described.” Similarly, complexity theory is
considered more of a conceptual framework than a traditional theory, and
therefore a way to organize the world rather than an explanatory or predictive
theory (Castellani and Hafferty 2010). This is also the kind of theory this
research aims to build.
The core method in the theory-building phase was conceptual modelling, i.e.,
modelling of concepts found in literature using the FSSD as a lens (see Figure
3). More specifically, this means that the researcher(s) engaged in extensive
literature reviews, distilled key concepts from this literature and then used the
five levels of the FSSD to understand the relationships of these key concepts
from a strategic sustainable development perspective. This model of
relationships was derived in workshops between the co-authors of the papers and
clarified and improved via workshops with a diverse and large group of
participants from different sectors and disciplines – natural scientists from
different disciplines, social scientists from different disciplines, managers in
business and municipalities as well as politicians. The main objective was to find
and test generic mechanisms and principles, beyond the differences in norms and
values that the various groups bring. The different backgrounds were required to
make sure that the terms and aspects from literature, modelled along the FSSD
structure, were understood across disciplines and perceived as generic or basic.
This approach follows from the long-term objective of FSSD-informed work: to
co-create, across sectors and disciplines, strategic transitions to towards
sustainability. The flow of literature studies and group modelling, across
disciplines, is outlined in Figure 3.
A core of people (A in Figure 3) comprised of the main researchers in the
project, applied the FSSD to produce a first hypothesis for a principled definition
of social sustainability. This was done by identifying essential aspects of the
social system that need to be sustained (that cannot be systematically degraded)
for it to be possible for people to meet their needs, (FSSD level 1) and then
identifying overriding mechanisms by which these aspects of the social system
can be degraded. A “not” in such mechanisms led to basic principles of social
sustainability, formatted as boundary conditions for (re-)design of sustainable
social systems (FSSD level 2). Throughout the process, the principles were
assessed by the criteria ‘necessary’, ‘sufficient’, ‘general’, ‘concrete’ and ‘nonoverlapping’ (See Section 2.1.2).
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When the core group felt ready for testing the hypothesis, the group was
widened to the next circle. The researchers in the core group wanted to know if
the phrasing was understood as intended by other researchers from other
disciplines, i.e., had we got the semantics right. Criticism and new ideas and
references were collected, which led to more modelling and an adjusted
hypothesis, again assessed by the above criteria. Then the next circle was
addressed. The final circle for testing included people from business,
municipalities and other practitioners. The aim was to see how the proposed
principles were understood by them, whether the proposed principles triggered
ideas that were felt to be helpful to identify current problems as well as future
solutions from a strategic sustainability perspective in the respective
organizations, i.e., whether the principles work as intended, and whether the
practitioners agreed that the principles are ‘necessary’, ‘sufficient’, ‘general’,
‘concrete’ and ‘non-overlapping’. The aim was never, not even in the widest
circle, about trying to use the principles for a common denominator of
preferences for a future sustainable scenario. At this stage of the work, it has
been all about thoroughly deducing a zero-hypothesis for basic principles,
boundary conditions, for any socially sustainable scenario. Finding common
preferences for future sustainable scenarios will require other types of processes,
relying on established social science approaches, and will be a future phase of
testing of the principles.
This process model: (i) having a core team understanding exactly what the
objective is, i.e., designing a framework for strategic sustainable development
that is generic across disciplines, sectors, norms and values, yet detailed enough
to be operational, (ii) reaching out to get criticism from larger and larger groups
to test the generic qualities of the hypotheses, but (iii) without losing track of the
original idea of the framework, was also the methodology behind the consensus
work in earlier iterations of the FSSD (see Robèrt 2002 for more elaboration on
this). The approach of finding generic “rules” of a game, and only when the
rules are to be “played” in reality, inviting different opinions and values, creates
creativity and dynamics based on real differences in values and norms, and
avoids polarities based on misunderstandings and lack of knowledge (see also
Paper B and C).
The steps taken to arrive at the presented hypothesis as well as more information
on the circles of participants are detailed below.
Literature Review
As outlined above, extensive literature studies were conducted to inform
conceptual modelling sessions in relation to sustainability of social systems. For
all searches, a detailed search schedule was kept, recording when the search was
executed, what search engine and search terms were used and the number of
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results the search generated. The authors then read through the abstracts or
summary (if referring to a book) of results and decided whether the source
revealed anything of interest from an FSSD perspective, which would validate
the source being included more thoroughly in the study. For each source that
was included in the sample, snowballing was also used, identifying other sources
of potential interest that had either been citied in the source or who had cited this
source themselves.
The review began with looking at the field of social sustainability and looking
for systems-based approaches within it. Keywords for the search included
“social sustainability” or “social sustainable development” in combination with
“systematic review”, “system(s) thinking”, “system(s) theory”, “system(s)
dynamics”, “holistic”, “system”, “systematic” or “framework”, using various
search engines; Libris, worldcat, the Biritish Library catalogue, the Library of
congress catalogue as well as google books, ebrary and dawsonera for books;
Scopus, EBSCO, Sage Journals online and ISI for journals.
This review yielded an interesting overview of social sustainability, but did not
result in any leads regarding a systematic, science-based approach to gradually
and systematically approach social sustainability and operationalizing it.
Therefore, the literature review moved on to examining the field of sociology
regarding systems-based approaches. This was mostly achieved by reviewing
textbooks on the various schools within sociology (e.g. Gordon 1991, Allan
2006, Macionis and Plummer 2013) and following up on specific schools that
seemed most appropriate, e.g., Parsons or Luhmann due to their focus on
systems approaches.
At the same time the researcher engaged in studying the history and
development of systems thinking and systems approaches, especially in relation
to the social system; this was done through a course with the Santa Fe institute
as well as the reading of key literature (e.g. Clark et al. 1995, Capra 1996,
Ragsdell and Wilby 2001, Johnson 2002, Jackson 2003, Sawyer 2005, Stacey
2007, Meadows and Wright 2008, Castellani and Hafferty 2010, Miller and Page
2009, Mitchell 2009, Ramage and Shipp 2009, Byrne and Callaghan 2013,
Capra and Luisi 2014, Holland 2014). The reviewing of this literature lead to the
decision to approach the overall research with a complex adaptive systems lens
(as seen in section 5.3 and paper B). The decision was based on the convincing
case that this lens overcame many of the challenges with earlier social systems
approaches, which had lead to the turning away of sociologists from general
theory (see Walby 2003, 2007).
Following this decision a search for the keywords “complex adaptive systems”
and “social sustainability”, lead to the school of thinkers around Folke,
Carpenter, Gunderson, Holling, Walker, Berkes, etc. (see e.g. Folke et al. 2002
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for an entry point into the work of this group). Here mostly snowballing was
used as a technique to gather the most important and cited articles in relation to
complex adaptive systems, complex adaptive management, resilience and
adaptive capacity. This literature was analyzed with the aim to distill key
concepts regarding the functioning of the system and in relation to social
sustainability, e.g., the results presented in Paper B and Section 5.3.
As the aim was to derive mechanisms of destruction, the literature review then
moved on to understanding how one might undermine the essential aspects
derived from the literature around complex adaptive system. Already early in the
literature studies, it was obvious that we needed to understand the dynamics of
trust better. This term returned frequently, and it was obvious that it is key for
healthy social systems. Key literature in the field was surveyed (e.g., Luhmann
1979, Giddens 1984, Baier 1986 , Luhmann 1988, Coleman 1990, Giddens
1990, Giddens 1991, Putnam 1993, Fukuyama 1995 , Mayer et al. 1995, Kramer
and Tyler 1996, Miztal 1996, Hollis 1998, Sztompka 1999, Warren 1999,
Gambetta 2000, Luhmann 2000, Putnam 2000, Cook 2001, Lahno 2001 ,
Fukuyama 2002, Hardin 2002, Nyquist Potter 2002, Uslaner 2002, Caldwell and
Clapham 2003, Ostrom et al. 2003, Rothstein 2005, Tilly 2005, McLeod 2006,
Castelfranchi and Falcone 2010) and the vast amount of literature from different
disciplines that discuss the benefits of trust underscored the importance of this
element. This study led to the conclusion that the topic of focus for sustaining
trust should be trustworthiness (see the reasoning in, e.g., Meijboom 2008). This,
in turn, led to a search for theories of trustworthiness, specifically the kind of
theories that do not only discuss trustworthiness at a general level, but provide
empirical evidence for a list of elements of trustworthiness. The latter focus was
important for the subsequent modelling. The literature search for theories of
trustworthiness was conducted using google scholar with the search term
“allintitle: trustworthiness”. Articles with seemingly relevant titles (e.g.
trustworthiness in the sense of validity of results was excluded) were skimmed
to look for theoretical constructs of trustworthiness. If no theoretical construct
was presented as a base for the article, the article was excluded. Once a construct
was mentioned more than 3 times it was more deeply investigated. This process
led to the three theories chosen for their wide use and empirical support
(presented in Paper C and Section 5.4.1).
This theoretical understanding led to a first round of modelling described below,
which then led to further theoretical investigation, e.g., to understand the
nuances of ‘a sense of meaning’, etc.
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Conceptual Modelling
Following a first in-depth phase of literature review described above,
conceptual modelling was employed to place the identified concepts in relation
to each other and the FSSD lens.Conceptual Modelling is considered a common,
but very little understood step in the creation of a model or theory (Robinson
2006, Brooks 2007). Kotiadis and Robinson (2008) describe it as two stepprocess of knowledge acquisition and abstraction that leads to a concept model,
which can then be tested or, in cases of computer simulation, translated into a
computer model and then tested. However, it is acknowledged that the creation
of a conceptual model is often more of an art than a science, as a considerable
amount of creative thinking and out-of-the-box thinking is required (Robinson
2006, Brooks 2007). This notion is also supported by Jaccard and Jacoby (2010),
who provide twenty-six heuristics for theory construction and model-building.
The conceptual modelling phase is then usually followed by a phase of
empirical or computational testing, which establishes the model’s validity.
While the overall validity and limitations with this approach are further
addressed in Section 5.6.3., it is important to already point out here that this
dissertation aims to move from the art to a science by explicitly stating the
reasoning behind the model, both in this section and Section 5.
The conceptual modelling took place in workshops, mostly with the main
researchers (for more details see below on participants). The aim for the
workshops, which happened in iterative fashion, was to use the key terms
gathered from the literature, deduct their semantic meaning and then to use logic
to place them at the correct level of the FSSD.
Overall the research was guided by the idea to allow the systems perspective on
planning to evolve from a dynamic and iterative dialogue between two levels of
the FSSD – the system level, which describes the system of study, and the
success level, which describes the goal or purpose in the system. It is this
iterative ‘ping-pong’ between levels that was the base of the conceptual
modelling.
An example may serve to illustrate how the work was conducted. The three
theories presented as theories of trustworthiness each came with their own list of
elements that make up trustworthiness. Thinking through them and modelling
them in relation to each other and the levels of the FSSD, including the
requirements and logics for sustainability principles allowed for the kind of
result presented in Table 2 and Paper C. This led to a candidate set of
degradation mechanisms. This first set was then modelled against the other
essential aspects at the systems level to test for further mechanisms (also see
Section 5.4.1 and Paper C).
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Throughout this process another modelling process took place; namely the kind
of modelling where the researchers would take contemporary social issues and
test whether they could be clustered under the derived mechanisms of
destruction. In this way, unemployment, for example, could be understood as a
combination of an obstacle to health, meaning the lack of basic economic means
to take care of oneself, and an obstacle to meaning-making, meaning the
individual lost their role and with it their sense of place in the world. This kind
of modelling served to make sure that the mechanisms of destruction did really
cover contemporary social issues.
Circles of Participants
The hypothesis derived from literature studies resulted in workshops, moving
from the core to the periphery of the widening circles of colleagues, peers and
experts (see Figure 3).
A) The core group was constituted by the main researcher: Merlina
Missimer and Prof. Karl-Henrik Robèrt and Prof. Göran Broman.
B) The next circle included colleagues in the sustainability group at BTH
comprised of researchers with backgrounds in business administration,
anthropology, product development, etc., and students from the Master´s
in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability with backgrounds from a
wide array of disciplines.
C) The next circle included external scholars across various disciplines, e.g.
Political Science (Scholars from the Quality of Government Institute at
Gothenburg University), Business, Management and Organizational
Dynamics (e.g., Scholars from Acadia University in Nova Scotia, the
University of Pennsylvania), Design (Scholars from the Strategic
Innovation Lab at the Ontario School of Arts and Design), Computer
Science (Scholars from Otago Polytechnic's College of Enterprise and
Development as well as the University of Toronto), Modelling (Scholars
from Lund University), Green Chemistry (Scholars from Carnegie
Mellon University and Brunel University).
D) The outermost circle included people from municipalities and other
public organizations, e.g., representatives from the Municipality of
Karlskrona, Landstinget Blekinge, Stockholm Läns Landsting, from
various businesses including Aura Light International, Max
Hamburgerrestauranger, Scandic Hotels, Sleep Well, The Human
Element, Stockholms Hamnar, Riksbyggen, Skanska, Vasakronan and
other practitioners, e.g., practitioner from The Natural Step network.
The results presented in Papers B and C (as well as Section 5) are simply the
final version of the principled definition. This process is hard to represent in the
linear fashion of a paper and given the space constraints for most journals. Still,
Paper B describes the system aspects that have been identified as essential in this
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iterative dialogue, while Paper C lays out the sustainability principles that were
derived therefrom in conceptual modelling sessions and through initial testing
performed over several years. Only together, however, do they create a full
picture of the approach.

3.3.5 Descriptive Phase II
Papers D and E make up the descriptive phase II, which aims to evaluate the
prototype created in the prescriptive phase.
Paper D reports preliminary findings of using the new prototype with FSSD
practitioners. At the onset of the research project, it was decided that success
criteria for the prototype would relate to two things: the level of scientific rigor
of the new approach and the viability of use of the new approach by
practitioners. The data for the evaluation presented in Paper D was gathered in 3
separate workshops with FSSD practitioners. In the workshops, the authors,
together with the FSSD practitioners, used the new social sustainability
principles to assess projects on their contribution to social sustainability. The
workshops were followed by group interviews with the practitioners about their
insights and experiences.
Finally, Paper E presents the results of using the new prototype to assess another
social sustainability protocol, namely ISO 26000. While not a direct assessment
of the prototype itself, the use of the prototype in a way in which the
sustainability principles might be used on a regular basis, reveals much about the
prototype itself.

3.4. Validity
An overall challenge that is often levied at research for sustainability is that it is
counter to the scientific ideals of objectivity and value-neutrality. However,
Peattie (2011, 27) argues:
“It is somehow ironic that sustainability researchers
frequently encounter criticism because their research is
intentional, value-based and driven by a desire to
contribute to a better world. They are advised by
colleagues that ‘good’ research is objective, value-free and
dispassionate. This simply reveals a curious truth about
paradigms, that they are linguistic accents: we are aware
of other people´s but not our own. The existing scholarship
paradigm has its own strong values that reflect those of the
DSP (dominant social paradigm), and are so widely
accepted as ‘normal’ that they become invisible, even with
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academic institutions that one might assume would
challenge all such assumptions.”
As a sustainability researcher, the author has certain values and is passionate
about changing the world towards sustainability. This bias is acknowledged, but
does not preclude the idea of asking questions as neutrally as possible and
utilizing the best science available to answer the research questions.
Thompson (2012, 10) outlines three musts for good research: 1) self-awareness
of the researcher regarding how their mental models influence the problemdefinition, 2) the ability of the researcher to trust themselves and engage in the
research process without continuously questioning their own approach, and 3)
return to questioning and critical evaluation of their own mental models after a
phase of the research is completed. The author has followed this advice and
returns to 3) as well as to more detailed validity considerations specific to this
approach in Section 5.6.3.
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4. Summary of Appended Papers
This section presents summaries of the appended papers as well as a short
description of the author´s contribution. To avoid overlap results for each paper
are not presented here, but instead are included in Section 5.

4.1. Paper A
Exploring the possibility of a systematic and generic approach to social
sustainability

Published as
Missimer M, Robèrt K-H, Broman G and Sverdrup H. 2010. Exploring the
possibility of a systematic and generic approach to social sustainability.
Journal of Cleaner Production 18(10-11):1107-1112

Summary
This paper assesses the social dimension of the Framework for Strategic
Sustainable Development. Since the ecological side has proven to be both
logically robust and operational, the findings on the social side are presented in
comparison to the ecological side, so as to highlight the discrepancies. Findings
relate mostly to the systems and success levels of the framework.

Relation in Thesis
This paper provides a deeper understanding of the conceptual ways in which the
social dimension of the FSSD falls short. This is part of Descriptive Phase I in
Figure 2 and provides the basis for the improvement prototype presented in
Papers B and C.

Author´s contribution
The author was involved in the literature review, discussions and mentalmodelling sessions and led the writing process, based on conversations with coauthors.
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4.2. Paper B
A Strategic Approach to Social Sustainability
- Part 1: Exploring the Social System
Published as
Missimer M, Robèrt K-H and Broman G. 2015. A Strategic Approach to Social
Sustainability - Part 1: Exploring the Social System. Submitted

Summary
This paper attempts to fill the previously outlined gap and provide a first
proposal of an approach to a scientifically robust, operational definition of social
sustainability. In Paper B, a systems-based approach to the social system is
presented, the basis for presenting a zero-hypothesis of principles for social
sustainability in Paper C. For Paper B, transdisciplinary literature studies, as
well as conceptual modelling sessions, were performed. The social system was
examined from various angles – such as complex adaptive system studies,
human needs theory, as well as other social sciences lenses. Insights from these
fields were woven together to define aspects of the social system that are
essential for social sustainability.

Relation in Thesis
Together with Paper C, Paper B presents the first prototype of a new approach to
social sustainability within the FSSD (Prescriptive Phase in Figure 2.2 leading to
support). Paper B specifically presents the systems exploration undertaken to
arrive at new social sustainability principles. It builds on the gaps identified in
Paper A and presents a more scientifically robust approach.

Author´s contribution
The author was the lead author and conducted all of the literature studies
presented.
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4.3. Paper C

A Strategic Approach to Social Sustainability
- Part 2: A Principle-based Definition
Published as
Missimer M, Robèrt K-H and Broman G. 2015. A Strategic Approach to Social
Sustainability - Part 2: A Principle-based Definition. Submitted

Summary
Paper C builds on Paper B and identifies overriding mechanisms by which these
aspects of the social system can be degraded, thereby finding exclusion criteria
for re-design for sustainability. Literature studies, conceptual modelling sessions
and initial testing with partners in academia, business and NGOs were
performed. Based on the understanding of the essential aspects of the social
system and the identified overriding mechanisms of degradation of these, a
hypothesis for a definition of social sustainability by five basic principles is
presented.

Relation in Thesis
Together with Paper B, Paper C presents the first prototype of a new approach to
social sustainability within the FSSD. Paper C specifically builds on the
identified aspects of the social system in Paper B and derives mechanisms of
destruction thereof.

Author´s contribution
The author was the lead author and conducted all of the literature studies
presented. The conceptual modelling sessions were performed by all paper
authors together. The author of this dissertation also contributed to testing with
partners in business and academia.
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4.4. Paper D
Lessons from the field: A first evaluation of working with the elaborated social
dimension of the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development
Published as
Missimer M, Robèrt K-H and Broman G. 2014. “Lessons from the field: A first
evaluation of working with the elaborated social dimension of the Framework for
Strategic Sustainable Development”. Presented at Relating Systems Thinking and
Design 3. Oslo, 15 - 17 October 2014
Summary
In this paper, the newly-developed social dimension of the FSSD is evaluated
regarding its usability for practitioners using an action research approach. The
data for evaluation comes from workshops that were run with sustainability
professionals who use the FSSD in their work. In three workshops, the authors,
as well as groups of sustainability professionals, used the new social
sustainability principles to assess projects on their contribution to social
sustainability. The workshops were followed by reflections by and interviews
with the professionals.

Relation in Thesis
This paper is the first one in a series of evaluations (Descriptive Phase II in
Figure 2) of the new prototype. Evaluation studies contribute to the overall
research by both assessing the current prototype and also feeding into
development of further prototypes. Some of the results from this work have
already been included in Papers B and C, as the timing of the paper submissions
allowed for such updates.

Author´s contribution
The author was the lead researcher and author, gathering all data through
workshops and following interviews and writing the paper, with guidance and
high-level input from the other two paper authors.
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4.5. Paper E

ISO 26000 from a Strategic Sustainable Development Perspective

Published as
Missimer M, Robèrt K - H, and Broman G. 2015. ISO 26000 from a Strategic
Sustainable Development Perspective. Manuscript

Summary
In this paper, the newly-developed social dimension of the FSSD is used to
analyse and evaluate ISO 26000´s contribution to sustainability, highlighting
both benefits and shortcomings of ISO 26000 from a social systems and strategic
sustainable development perspective. This process also yields valuable results
and insights about the applicability and usefulness of the FSSD social
sustainability principles themselves.

Relation in Thesis
The paper is a second contribution to the evaluation stage of the prototype
(Descriptive Phase II). It provides learning from practical use of the social
sustainability principles.
Author´s contribution
The author was the lead writer and carried out the literature review and all
assessment work of ISO 26000.
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5. Main Results and Discussion
This section presents the main results of the research as well as some discussion
points related to these findings.

5.1. The Need for a more Robust Social Sustainability
Framework
While the entire research started with the idea that the social dimension of the
FSSD required improvements, the importance of this work was steadily
cemented throughout the research process and with updated findings. It was
clear from the start that the practitioners wanted and needed support (Section
2.2) and that a collective understanding of the concept did not exist the way it
did for ecological sustainability.
Further research into other social sustainability (Section 2.3) approaches
revealed a similar lack of clarity and robustness and, specifically, no workable
definition of social sustainability. This led to the conclusion that attempting to
derive an overarching definition of social sustainability was indeed an apt and
timely endeavour. The author was once asked at a seminar why they would
focus on deriving “yet another” social sustainability definition. Even this
question highlights the need for the work presented here: an overarching
definition and framework for social sustainability that does not invalidate all
other approaches, but that allows the other definitions to be compared and
analysed via a larger, all-encompassing frame.
Based on the knowledge from the research above, Paper A analysed the
conceptual gap within the FSSD and showed which holes needed to be filled.
The analysis showed that at the system level a big picture, systems and scientific
understanding was not evident on the social side. A systems understanding and
scientific approach, however, is the basis of the FSSD and this assessment
therefore represents a rather large gap. Not surprisingly, based on the above, at
the success level, the framework’s earlier definition of social sustainability, was
also found to be lacking both in robustness, as well as in the ability to actually
concretely guide and monitor action. What does it actually mean to
systematically undermine people´s capacity to meet their needs? Without a
further fleshing out based on an understanding of how the mechanisms of
destruction actually work, this question is, of course, hard to answer.
All of the above, then, supported the idea to understand how the social
dimension of the FSSD could be further developed.
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5.1.1 Is a Single Definition Appropriate or Possible?
A common argument as regards social sustainability is that vagueness and a
pluralism of definitions are both appropriate and preferable over a single
definition because of the complexity of the topic (McKenzie 2005, Kunz 2006,
Dempsey et al. 2011, Boström 2012). Proponents of this stance (e.g., Lehtonen
2004, 211) argue that “different geographical and temporal scales as well as
situational contexts require their own frameworks, which do not necessarily
provide a coherent picture, but a mosaic of partly contradicting views of
reality”. They propose that sustainability can only be defined in a local context
through participatory processes, with engagement from all stakeholders
(Davidson 2009, Dempsey et al. 2011).
The author does not disagree with the need for context-specific approaches and
methods, as well as the necessity of participatory processes, to successfully
anchor sustainability in all aspects of human life. However, this does not exclude
the need for and possibility of an overarching framework. However, this does
not, per se, exclude the need and possibility of an overarching framework with
basic elements that would be the same across context-specific differences. In
terms of need, if we acknowledge that in many ways the world has become a
globally connected network, and actions in one area of the world can have large
effects in areas far away, how do we manage the complexity of many contexts
and ensure that our actions are not creating a larger sustainability problem
somewhere else?
Partridge (2005, 4) argues that,
“It is not necessarily useful to only think of sustainability as
context-dependent. While it is useful to apply the idea to a
particular object (like forestry, fishing or human wellbeing for
example), I want to suggest that the real potential of
sustainability as an idea is as an integrating framework – a
means for considering the relationships between different
dimensions, rather than just assessing the sustainability or
otherwise of a single element.”
Regarding possibility, in the social sciences, for a long time, it has also been
argued that such an overarching approach is not possible; that the social is
deeply subjective and embedded and that the workings of the social system
cannot be objectively studied the way ecological systems can. A systems
perspective, in this sense, has not been considered possible. However, recently
some have argued that this in fact is exactly what is needed, for example, in
sociology (Byrne 1998, Castellani and Hafferty 2010, Urry 2003). Walby (2003,
2007) argues complexity theory offers new ways of thinking about some of the
classic dilemmas in social science:
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•

“The tension between the search for general theory and the desire for
contextual and specific understandings (2003, 1)”

•

“Combining an understanding of both individual and social structure,
that does not deny the significance of the self-reflexivity of the human
subject while yet theorising changes in the social totality (2003, 2)”

This research, then, is based on both the idea that such an approach is indeed
possible and is, in fact, needed to overcome the wickedness of context-specific
approaches. As noted above, it does not invalidate the importance of all other
approaches, but provides a lager, systems-based framework to connect and
compare them. In fact, the FSSD itself is well complemented with participatory
approaches (see e.g., Meisterheim et al. 2011). It is based on these arguments
that we set out to derive a set of social sustainability principles.

5.2. Social Sustainability = Sustaining the Social System
Clarifying and developing the social side of the FSSD has led to greater clarity
in the description of sustain-ability in general. Working with a systems
perspective, sustain-ability in the FSSD is about the elimination of mechanisms
of systematic degradation of a healthy ecological and social system (see Section
2 for more on the rationale).
The sustainability principles, both
ecological and social, are devised as
boundary conditions within which
the system can continue to function
and develop various desirable
scenarios, outside of which it cannot.
It is the space between the
boundaries
that
creates
the
opportunity for people to meet their
needs in whatever way they choose
and for societies to optimize their
chances to prosper and flourish (see
Figure 4).
In that sense, the definition of
sustainability is not about a
flourishing of human life or all
needs being met, but about the basic
conditions that are necessary for the ecological and social systems to not
systematically degrade, so that the opportunity to meet needs remains.
Figure 4: Sustainability
principles as boundary conditions
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This is a redefinition of social sustainability within the FSSD from an individual
perspective (human needs) to a social systems perspective.4

5.3. Essential Aspects of (a Complex Adaptive) Social
System
The research looked at human social systems as complex adaptive systems (see
e.g., Clayton and Radcliffe 1996). Castellani and Hafferty (2010, 7) argue that
“human social systems are distinguished in two important
ways: the ’things’ of which they are comprised, which is some
set of human social agents (individuals, groups, formal
organizations, etc.) and the relationships among these social
agents, which constitutes some form of social interaction
(Byrne 1998; Holland 1995; 1998; Klir 2011; Luhmann
1995).”
Complex adaptive systems are inevitably characterized by uncertainty, change
and surprise. This, in return, requires flexibility and adaptation in dealing with
the system. This ability to adapt is often termed resilience (e.g., Walker et al.
2004, see also Berkes et al. 2003, Folke et al. 2005, Folke 2006, Nelson et al.
2007). Adger (2000) defines social resilience as the ability of human
communities to withstand external shocks to their social infrastructure, such as
environmental variability, or social, economic and political upheaval. The
literature discusses some essential aspects of adaptive capacity and the long-term
survival of socio-ecological systems:
Diversity is repeatedly mentioned as an important aspect of resilience (Folke et
al. 2002, Walker et al. 2006, Norberg and Cumming 2006, Chapin et al. 2010).
In essence, more diversity leads to more variety in response options to the
constant change. Since one does not always know what will be needed in the
future, having as many options as possible is the best strategy to be resilient in
the long run.
Learning is also mentioned as essential when dealing with complexity and
constant changes (Gunderson 2001, Scheffer et al. 2001, Folke et al. 2002, 2004,
Olsson et al. 2004, Walker et al. 2006, Nelson et al. 2007, Chapin et al. 2010).
Resilient systems must not become rigid and monolithic in any way, but instead
constantly learn and adapt to new situations (Scheffer et al. 2001, Folke et al.
2002).

4

In fact, the satisfaction of individual human needs is equally dependent on the
functioning of the ecological and social system and therefore conceptually sits above
both the ecological and social sustainability principles.
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Further, a capacity for self-organization is important when confronted with a
sudden change in the environment (Olsson et al. 2004, Folke et al. 2005,
Norberg and Cumming 2006, Folke 2006, Osbahr et al. 2010). Self-organization
refers to the idea that organization can happen without system-level intent or
centralized control (Clark et al. 1995, Levin 1998, Westley 2002, Walker et al.
2006) and is important because often quick responses are needed. Overly strong
reliance on centrally controlled responses, for example by a governance
organization, results in lags in response time and vulnerability of a system.
While the aspects listed so far apply to all living systems, additional aspects are
discussed for the social system.
One of these is social capital as a necessity to coordinate the system in its
adaptation and allow for collective action (Pretty and Ward 2001, Ostrom and
Ahn 2003, Pretty 2003, Adger 2003, Folke et al. 2003, Olsson et al. 2004, Folke
et al. 2005, Walker et al. 2006, Osbahr et al. 2010). Within social capital
research, on the other hand, trust has been highlighted as the main variable
(Putnam 2000, Fukuyama 2002, Rothstein 2005, Wollebaek and Selle 2008) and
is therefore often considered “the fabric which binds society together” (Hollis
1998, Luhmann 2000, Potter 2002, Caldwell and Clapham 2003).
From a complexity perspective, trust is a necessity because it is almost
impossible for one or a few individuals to understand or completely control the
entire complex system, and therefore we must rely more and more on others to
make decisions and choose viable alternatives (Meijboom et al. 2006, Meijboom
2008). Further, if trust between the various individuals does not exist, it is
difficult or impossible to achieve collective learning, diversity and selforganization in the system. Finally, we can intuitively understand the connection
between low levels of trust and social ills, such as such as corruption and
segregation, which further points at the importance of trust as an overarching
element in the social system. This will be returned to in more detail below.
Last, there is the aspect of common meaning. Humans are a meaning-making
and meaning-seeking species (e.g., see Bruner 1990 cited in Tronick 2008,
Cacioppo et al. 2005, Marsen 2008, Park 2011; for a review of the literature on
meaning see Park 2010). In relation to social capital in complex adaptive social
systems, Scheffer et al. (2001, 229) explain that common culture and meaning
are essential. “Particularly in the absence of a long history of reciprocity and
the trust that engenders, stakeholders will often make the decision to enter into
the initial reciprocities on the basis of their belief that they share
representations, interpretations, and systems of meaning with the other party or
parties (Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998).” The need for common meaning is also
supported by studies in management, where it has been well documented that, in
order to exist and strive, social systems (in this case companies and other
organizations) need a clear purpose (e.g., Collins and Porras 2002), which is a
form of common meaning. Already Ackoff and Emery (2005), in earlier

43

Missimer, M
Social Sustainability within the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development

attempts to look at social systems from a systems perspective, asserted that
social systems are indeed purposeful systems.
Based on the above understanding of essential aspects of social systems, the next
section presents the results of the principles that were derived thereof.

5.4. Social Sustainability Principles
In order to derive social sustainability principles (SSPs), the question asked was:
How could the five essential aspects of the social system presented above be
eroded? This modelling work led to the following zero-hypothesis of SSPs, the
derivation of which will be further elaborated below:
In a socially sustainable society, people are not subject to structural obstacles to
SSP 1. …health.
This means that people are not exposed to social conditions that
systematically undermine their possibilities to avoid injury and illness;
physically, mentally or emotionally, e.g. dangerous working conditions
or insufficient wages.
SSP 2. …influence.
This means that people are not systematically hindered from
participating in shaping the social systems they are part of, e.g. by
suppression of free speech or neglect of opinions.
SSP 3. …competence.
This means that people are not systematically hindered from learning
and developing competence individually and together, e.g. by obstacles
for education or insufficient possibilities for personal development.
SSP 4. …impartiality.
This means that people are not systematically exposed to partial
treatment, e.g. by discrimination or unfair selection to job positions.
SSP 5. …meaning-making.
This means that people are not systematically hindered from creating
individual meaning and co-creating common meaning, e.g. by
suppression of cultural expression or obstacles to co-creation of
purposeful conditions.
The term structural obstacles refers to social constructions - political, economic
and cultural - which are firmly established in society, upheld by those with
power and, due to a variety of dependencies, difficult or impossible to overcome
or avoid by the people exposed to them. The emphasis on structural obstacles is
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important. It is not the one-off actions violating the above that lead to social unsustainability. It is when such violations are embedded in the way a society
organizes itself, that we have a serious problem.

5.4.1 The Logic behind the Principles
The principles were derived by taking each essential aspect of social systems
listed in 5.3 and exploring the mechanisms of destruction for each. The
exploration began with the aspect of trust.
Starting out with the essential aspect of trust and thinking about how to erode it,
the research quickly moved on to the concept of trustworthiness, which is
claimed to be the essential factor in creating trust (Mayer et al. 1995, Hardin
1996, Tullberg 2008). Three major theories of trustworthiness and trust were
chosen based on their empirical support, long-standing track-record and
theoretical soundness, and examined to understand how trust may be eroded.
Two of these theories, Mayer et al.´s (1995) model and the Fundamental
Interpersonal Relations Orientation (FIRO) approach (Schutz 1958, 1992, 1994),
focus on interpersonal trust, not social or generalized trust at a societal or global
scale. However, the principles require to be general enough to be applicable at
any scale, and therefore the components of said theories needed to be
extrapolated to a higher level (The details of this can be found in Paper C). The
third theory, focusing on institutional trust as an important predictor of social
(generalized) trust (Rothstein 2005, Wollebaek and Selle 2008), was already
focused on this higher, societal rather than group level. Table 2 below gives an
overview of the components of trustworthiness and trust from each approach, as
well as how this was translated into a sustainability principle. These
considerations on trust led to SSPs 1-4.
Common meaning was earlier presented as another essential aspect of a social
system. A sense of meaning is strongly linked to the individual’s mental and
emotional health (Klinger 1998), and structural obstacles acting to suppress
meaning-making could therefore be understood through the mechanism of not
respecting the individual’s right to uphold health. From the point of view of
social capital and keeping a society together, however, common meaning was
the essential aspect identified. This had not been covered in the above principles.
Therefore SSP5 was added, as common meaning is destroyed by the lack of an
ongoing process of meaning-making.
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Liked

Motivation of Benevolence is the
extent to which a trustee is
believed to want to do good to the
trustor.

Significant

Competent

Ability/Competence: group of
skills/characteristics that enable a
party to have influence within
some specific domain.

Integrity: the consistency in the
other party in adhering to
espoused values and the
acceptability of these values

FIRO
Each group
member feels
he/she is and
others are…

Mayer et al. 1995/ Mayer and
Norman 2004
3 components of trustworthiness

Table 2: Overview of derivation of principles

Impartial

Effective

Inst. Trust
Gov.
Inst. that
are

Element from the societal level, no abstraction needed

One cannot ‘like’ people who one does not know
(anything) about, but can take stance of general likeability
of others. Similarly difficult to show Benevolence to
people with whomeone does not interact. Concrete
expression: to respect the right of each individual to
uphold health.
Aspect of consistency falls at the strategic guidelines level
of the FSSD (see discussion); aspect of acceptable values
can be ordered under “meaning-making” and under the
freedom for communities to develop their specific
desirable contents within the SPs.
You cannot say about people you do not know or know
nothing about that they are significant. But you can claim
their right to influence in general

Element occurs in all theories and at all levels, no
abstraction needed

Abstraction

Impartiality

Influence

-

Health

Competence

SSP
element
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In terms of diversity, if people are not systematically hindered from being
healthy, individuals with different characteristics remain. If people in general are
not systematically hindered from influencing the social systems they are part of
and are not systematically exposed to partial treatment, all the differences have
opportunity to show up at the system level. Therefore, another sustainability
principle does not seem to be needed to ensure diversity in the system.
The aspect of learning seems covered by the principle around competence the
way it is defined; and the principles around influence and impartiality ensure
that this individual learning transfers to the system. However, while learning is a
natural individual trait, the organizational learning literature comes to the
conclusion that organizational or communal learning does not come naturally to
us. To learn as a system we need to learn together. This can be addressed by the
principle around meaning-making, which ensures that there is no systematic
hindrance to the process of making sense of the world together. Overall, this
should ensure that learning can emerge at the system level.
Regarding the last aspect of self-organization, all living systems are naturally
self-organizing in their healthy form. This implies that as long as the above
social sustainability principles are complied with, particularly no structural
obstacles to health, there should be no reason why groups of people would not
be able to do so.

5.5. First Evaluations from Praxis
A prototype is usually followed by evaluation, which is especially important in a
design research approach. As noted earlier, extensive testing and updating of the
prototype will need to continue for many years to perform a proper evaluation of
the prototype regarding the two success criteria:
•
•

the level of scientific rigor of the new approach and
the viability of use of the new approach by practitioners.

However, Papers D and E do provide preliminary evaluation results, specifically
regarding the more practical evaluation of the viability of use. The arenas for
testing were intentionally chosen to be different in each study. One was a
practitioner peer setting where the new approach was explained and worked
with; the results show the perceptions and feedback about working with the
SSPs from practitioners. The other was to use the new social approach to analyse
an existing tool and see whether this was feasible and what the results were.
Both of these arenas are equally important for the practical evaluation of the new
approach, as this is indeed how the FSSD is used on a regular basis – for
planning and analysis purposes and in “teaching” situations by practitioners.
The results from these studies show that it is indeed possible to use the newly
proposed social sustainability principles, and the approach that comes with it, in
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the manner intended. In Paper D it is reported that all groups of participants
successfully used the new approach in the exercises they were given, and some
participants even went as far as starting to think about integration of the SSPs
with the existing tools they commonly use. By and large, the practitioner felt that
the new approach was an improvement and filled many of the gaps that the
earlier approach featured - a more thorough and scientific approach to the social
aspects, which really allowed for a common language and a more thorough
assessment. They also pointed out challenges – the somewhat more difficult
nature of the science behind the new approach, as well as some of the wording
of the new SSPs and the need for a better “narrative” – some of which have
already been incorporated into updates of the prototype (e.g., SSP1 was earlier
named “integrity” and then changed to “health”, etc.). While the paper reports
that there were ambivalent feelings about whether this new approach would be
adopted by practitioners, it was not due to the science behind the approach, but
because of the need of a simpler narrative for the lay audience. However, in
more recent developments since the paper, many of the practitioners have indeed
adopted the new approach and are actively working at integrating it into their
repertoire of offerings. This seems to imply that the approach is indeed useful
and relevant for the practitioners, even if it may take some time to stretch
beyond previous comfort zones and go deeper in understanding.
Paper E demonstrates that the social systems understanding and the new SSPs
can be used for analysis purposes; this can reveal valuable results as to the
strengths and weaknesses of an approach (in this case ISO 26000) as regards
planning for sustainability. Specifically, for ISO 26000 the analysis
demonstrates why a systems understanding based on rigorous science is
beneficial for sustainability planning and what downfalls a stakeholder
consensus-based approach may have when it is not sufficiently rooted in science.
The new approach also enables an analysis of what important aspects of social
sustainability ISO 26000 is covering and not covering, and why the latter is not
without significance. The conclusion from the analysis is that ISO 2600 provides
comprehensive guidance that addresses many of the potential violations, but that
the guidance cannot assure that its recommended actions alone will lead to social
sustainability; it could gain much from being complemented by a strategic
framework.
Measuring against the success criteria for evaluation of the new social
sustainability approach, it is only because of the rigor and structure of the new
approach that such an analysis of ISO 26000 is possible and yields results that
can practically inform practitioners in their work.
Regarding the level of scientific rigor, the intensive work and especially
literature analysis that has gone into this dissertation testifies to an increase in
rigor as regards the social dimension of the FSSD. The aim for rigor is further
supported through the peer review process that some of the work has already
gone through and that the remainder of the work will go through. The aim for
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the project is to increase the rigor by systematically inviting peer feedback from
research and practitioner communities and strengthen the approach through
continuous trans-disciplinary work.

5.6. On Theoretical Robustness
5.6.1 Internal Robustness
The research set out to derive principles that would be useful for analysis,
planning, re-design and monitoring of transitions towards social sustainability.
In order to do so the principles should have the following characteristics (Robèrt
2000; Ny et al. 2006):
•
•
•
•

•
•

Science-based, i.e., compliant with relevant scientific knowledge available
to date.
Necessary for sustainability, to avoid imposing unnecessary requirements
and to avoid confusion over elements that may be debatable.
Sufficient for sustainability, to avoid gaps in the thinking; the principles
taken together should cover all relevant aspects.
General, to be applicable in any arena, at any scale, by any member in a
team and all stakeholders, regardless of field of expertise, to allow for crossdisciplinary and cross-sector collaboration.
Concrete, to guide problem solving and innovation.
Distinct, to facilitate comprehension and monitoring.

An assessment against these characteristics reveals the following:
The research has built a logical argument for why these principles are necessary.
Furthermore, having pursued extensive literature studies, the research at this
point did not reveal any aspects related to complex adaptive social systems and
social sustainability that could not be sub-ordered to the five principles, or fit
elsewhere in the five level FSSD structure. This implies that the current
principles are sufficient based on current understanding. However, the FSSD has
always and will always be subject to continuous development, so future
modelling and action research may call for amendments. This has also been the
case for the ecological principles as the current wording of the three ecological
principles has evolved over time to be more and more precise and helpful for redesign.
The principles are also meant to be general in that they are applicable to any
group, organization or community and yet concrete enough to guide planning,
innovation and action, as well as and monitoring, selection and use of
supplementary concepts, methods and tools. The results of the action research
with various practitioners (see Section 5.5) support the new principles’
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applicability along those lines. This will be also further explored in forthcoming
action research studies.
Finally, they are meant to be distinct in the sense that all aspects of one are not
also covered by another. The work presented in this dissertation has made a
theoretical argument for this, e.g., in relation to meaning-making. The action
research seems to also support the notion that the principles are indeed distinct,
as the practitioners did not seem to have major difficulties in brainstorming
violations and clearly grouping them under one principle rather than another.

5.6.2 Reflections on the General Approach
A systems approach to (social) sustainability seems appropriate, based on the
mere fact that the social system is indeed a system. In addition, the aim of
understanding the system is to plan for its sustainability. In this context, Hjorth
and Bagheri (2006) support a systems approach. They claim (2006, 79) that “to
do a good planning it is essential to find a way to formulate reality as a system
rather than as a set of independent problems. A system is recognized by the
integrity and interaction of its components. To improve a system it is no use
improving each part separately, rather the whole [and the relationships] should
be looked at”.
A comprehensive understanding of the social system clearly validates a transdisciplinary approach because (social) life does not occur in disciplines. The
most comprehensive understanding therefore comes from combining different
approaches and seeing multiple perspectives at the same time. However, trying
to take in multiple perspectives also brings very practical challenges; the most
basic one being that one person cannot read everything and understand every
thought there has ever been about the social system and sustainability. This
research covered a lot of breadth: the field of social sustainability as it is
currently being discussed in the literature; the history and philosophy of social
sciences; complex adaptive systems and social complexity; social capital and
trust; human needs and more. And yet, not everything has been covered. This is
acknowledged as a challenge and a limitation to the research at this point. While
support from various fields also strengthens the research and adds to its validity,
more work will need to go into making this approach evermore robust.
The approach used in this research works with this challenge by exploring two
levels in parallel: the system on the one hand and the success level on the other.
The approach works as follows: one attempts a definition of objectives (in the
form of principles) in a complex system, then goes back to see if the definition
serves the criteria “necessary, sufficient, concrete, general and distinct” for the
outlined objective. This leads to criticism as regards the relevance and
robustness of the principles and some refinement. The new version is then again
tested in practice and in relation to the systems level. This is because one does
not need to understand everything in the system to move systematically towards
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a clear objective in the system, but one must understand the system enough (Ny
et al. 2006). As mentioned before this is an always on-going process and will
require special focus in the case of this research.
Definitions
The definitions chosen for this research speak to the transdisciplinary nature of
the endeavor and the broad appeal needed for the chosen terms. In this research,
the social system has been defined as individuals connected into a system
through human relationships and interactions. While this is a rather broad
definition, the research necessitated a definition that could capture all social subsystems and not be too specific so as to exclude some. The chosen definition has
served this purpose well. The limitation is, of course, that the principles may be
understood as rather abstract and, therefore, potentially hard for people to
identify with and reflect on. It then becomes the work of the practitioner to
interpret this broad definition in the appropriate context while not loosing the
point that the principles are applicable to and necessary for all systems
regardless of contextualization.
An important note is that ‘social system’ was purposefully chosen over the term
‘society’. As Giddens (1984, 10) states “it is essential to avoid the assumption
that what a 'society' is can be easily defined, a notion which comes from an era
dominated by nation-states with clear-cut boundaries that usually conform in a
very close way to the administrative purview of centralized governments”. The
word society conjures up associations with nation-states and potentially specific
details of what this society might look like. The more abstract term of ‘social
system’ avoids these associations and therefore hopefully steers clear of
controversies over the details of the social system.
Social Sustainability in a general sense has been defined as not undermining the
capacity of the social system to provide the possibility for human well-being. It
is a boundary condition within which the system continues to function, outside
of which it does not. To reiterate, it is not about utopia, i.e., conditions for the
flourishing of human life, but about the basic conditions that are necessary for
the social system to not systematically degrade into dysfunction, e.g., general
segregation and corruption.
This connects to the overall distinction within the FSSD between backcasting
from principles vs. backcasting from scenarios, the advantage of backcasting
from principles being that it is easier for a large group to agree on because it is
about basics rather than more detailed goals (which, depending on values and
individual preferences, can be designed in many different ways to satisfy the
principles). This certainly seems appealing when trying to define social
sustainability for the entire global system. In addition, the self-organizing
properties of living system allow the system to develop on its own as long as it

51

Missimer, M
Social Sustainability within the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development

does not undermine that development. It therefore makes sense to phrase the
principles as boundary conditions and equip them with a ‘not’.
An example of the process
The results presented in papers B and C as well as earlier in this section show
only the preliminary final outcome of the modeling process. Section 3.3.4 aimed
to describe the process that lead to this outcome as detailed as possible;
however, an example may serve to illustrate it further. It became clear from the
trustworthiness literature that hat one key aspect was respect for the integrity of
a person meaning the health of the individuals. In earlier models the core group
termed this ‘integrity’. In an earlier publication (Missimer 2013, 31) this was
described as in the vein of “the meaning of ‘Unversehrtheit’ in German. The
adjective ‘unversehrt’ means without damage, injury or harm.” However, even
then it was already acknowledged that that this term could lead to confusion as
the term ‘integrity’ was also featured in the trustworthiness literature in the sense
of moral connotation along the lines of honesty and consistency. However, the
researchers felt that the focus on the absence of harm was more in line with what
was needed than the health definition, e.g., by the World Health Organization,
which states that “Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity (World Health
Organization 2006)”. However, throughout the work with partners, it became
obvious that the participants continuously got confused by the word integrity and
almost always associated it with the moral connotation. This led the researchers
to decide to abandon that term and opted to use health with a more narrow
definition as the best option so far: in the socially sustainable society people are
not exposed to social conditions that systematically undermine their possibilities
to avoid injury and illness, physically, mentally or emotionally.
Finally, there are many other elements that appear in the literature on social
sustainability. The articles of this thesis report preliminary results on how these
elements may connect within the FSSD. “Empathy”, e.g., a constitutional
element of most peoples’ mental makeup, sits at the first level of the FSSD. To
increase the chances of really using empathy for the common good, the Golden
Rule can be applied, which serves as an “acid-test” on measures and strategies
laid out to approach compliance with sustainable goals, and thus belongs to the
third FSSD level. Likewise, it has already been argued that “integrity” can be
used as a guideline under the third level: “Transparency” most likely also belong
to level 3 of the FSSD. Further elaborations along these lines will continue in
future research.
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5.6.3 Overall Validity
Overall, the research to this point has mostly focused on conceptual modeling
and as such employed literature reviews, semantics and logic. While parts of the
theory have been supported in other research fields such as the field of complex
adaptive management, the combination of the different parts has not. Thus, there
are numerous ways in which it might be wrong. However, the aim was never an
explanatory theory, but rather a framework theory that can guide thinking about
concrete planning and action towards sustainability based on the best available
science. The trans-disciplinary research approach and the many theories and
findings in different fields that point to similar results also add to the validity.
A theory is usually tested empirically for validation. Testing for validation is,
however, harder for more abstract higher-level social theories and in dynamic
systems. Blessing and Chakrabarti (2009) discuss the limitations of validating
research that is based on creating something new and then testing it (often
referred to as design (science) research), as it is often difficult to establish
whether the desired effect was created by the specific intervention or another unaccounted for aspect. In addition, “the context in which the development process
takes place changes, irrespective of the introduction of design support: people
learn, markets change, organizations evolve, new technologies emerge, new
knowledge becomes available and new regulations are put in place” (ibid, 183)”.
In that sense, we have started preliminary testing regarding whether the
proposed principles are applicable, understandable, relevant and helpful to
people working in various fields. It has not yet been tested what the longer-term
results from working with this approach would be, which will need a more
rigorous qualitative research approach and is an essential next step to validate
and improve the conceptual model. This is indeed planned as further research in
conjunction with various social scientists.
Overall, the limitations in determining validity act as an encouragement to be as
objective, accurate, clean and transparent as possible, so that others may find
holes in the logic and update the theory. As Gordon (1991, 110) points out “a
good model can be expanded to include additional factors when their relevance
is suspected”. Therefore, the model of social sustainability proposed here is a
starting point, expandable and condensable if necessary.
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6. Contributions
This research aims at further developing the social dimension of the FSSD. The
work to this point contributes mostly with regards to theoretical understanding
(Papers A, B and C). Later papers (D and E) move into more practical
application and relevance, but many learning loops need to be completed here
before a solid evaluation can be performed. Nonetheless, the dissertation follows
the entire Design Research Methodology cycle, which in itself adds to the
robustness of the work. The research thus makes a more theoretical contribution
to the academic field and a practical one to society at large.
As presented at the onset of the dissertation, the social sustainability field in
general has been demanding a clearer definition of social sustainability for a
long time. In addition, researchers and practitioners in the field specifically using
the FSSD have requested the same. This research contributes such a definition of
social sustainability, which is general enough to be applied irrespective of spatial
and temporal constraints, but concrete enough to guide decision-making. This is
not only a contribution because it answers the general question about a more
concrete social sustainability definition, but also because many other research
fields, e.g., sustainable product development, sustainable supply chain
management, and others, rely on these insights to move their fields forward as
regards (social) sustainability.
The demand for a clearer definition in the research field is not just for the
purpose of analytical clarity, but because without a clear theoretical concept, it is
hard to practically work towards social sustainability. As sustainability is an
applied science, all answers are intended to have immediate practical
consequences. Sustainability is studied not just to understand it, but to make the
world more sustainable. In that way, an answer to the question of how one can
work more strategically with the social issues of sustainability is meant to help
us create a more socially sustainable world. The need for this as well as the lack
of it was demonstrated in this research.
Quite practically, a strong desire for a more elaborated, operational and robust
definition of social sustainability has also been expressed by project partners and
many other organizations as a prerequisite for them to be able to work more
concretely and systematically with social sustainability aspects. This research
provides a prototype of such a definition and a first validation that such an
approach is viable and helpful.
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7. Conclusions
This research began with the idea that the social dimension of sustainability
specifically in regards to the FSSD could benefit from further support and
elaboration. The research aims to answer the following research question:
How can the FSSD be further developed as regards the social dimension to
better aid more concrete planning and decision-making for sustainable
innovation?
A prototype based on rigorous literature studies and mental-modelling sessions
was proposed and then tested in various applications and with that this
dissertation provides a first, but thoroughly supported answer to this question.
The research also shows that, despite doubt and criticism, a systems approach to
social sustainability is possible and useful.
This dissertation has been part of a larger project with the same aim; as such,
and because the topic and the approach demand it, the research in this field will
continue beyond the work presented here. It is not possible to claim that social
sustainability, or even social sustainability specifically within the FSSD, has
been completely covered and dealt with within the timeframe of a PhD
dissertation. As the research presented here may be a more radical update to the
social dimension, it will need testing and adjustment over time. I look forward to
being part of this work!
Next steps in this research are already on their way, and ideas for further work
are currently being developed. In addition to continued evaluation, integration
into sustainability methods and tools in product innovation, as well as
procurement and value chain management, pose interesting questions. Answers
to these questions are urgently needed to accelerate society´s move towards
sustainability and so provide research grounds with great leverage for real
change.
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Abstract
There is a growing need to understand how existing concepts and tools for
sustainability relate to each other and to a robust, trans-disciplinary systems
perspective for sustainability. As a response, a group of scientists, including
some of the authors, have developed a framework based on backcasting from
sustainability principles over the last 20 years – the Framework for Strategic
Sustainable Development (FSSD), also known as The Natural Step
Framework. The intent of this study is to scrutinize the existing framework
as regards its social dimension. The study demonstrates dichotomies and lack
of robustness and proposes a way forward to make the social dimension of the
FSSD more cohesive as well as operational.
Keywords: Sustainability principles; Social sustainability; Framework for
Strategic Sustainable Development, The Natural Step Framework; System
analysis;
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Introduction
Scientists of various fields support the conclusion that society is currently on
a long-term unsustainable course [1, 2]. Two-thirds of ecosystem services,
which human society depends on, are being degraded or used in ways that
cannot be sustained [3]. According to the World Bank 1.4 billion people in the
world still live on less than 1.24 USD a day [4]. Human rights abuses,
corruption, workers´ abuses, discrimination, a high rate of HIV/Aids, lack of
access to education, among many other things, are still common place in many
countries [5, 6]. Many societal actors, governments and a multitude of private
companies worldwide are beginning to understand the crisis of un- sustainability
and are asking for assistance in reorienting their activities in a sustainable
direction. However, finding help is not always easy. A vast array of ideas,
concepts, methods, and tools has been developed in response to the complex
nature of the interrelated socio- ecological problems. Various kinds of
management systems for Economy, Quality, Security, Health, Environment
and Climate, as well as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) guidelines
exist [7-11]. This variety of definitions, terms, approaches, methods and
tools makes the field confusing and leads to a growing need to understand
how they relate to sustainability and to each other [12, 13].
Previous attempts to be more systems oriented and strategic about sustainable
development have built on attempts to create holistic scenarios for a
sustainable future, and then to plan systematically to get there. Departing in
planning from an imagined point of success in the future and searching for
smart step-by-step approaches to get there from the current situation is referred
to as “backcasting”, a term coined by John Robinson in 1987 in his work
with energy futures [14-17].5 Backcasting as a general approach is the firstorder key element of being strategic and is in particular helpful when the
problem to be addressed is complex and the dominant trends are part of the
problem. This is clearly the case in sustainability, both ecological and social
[14-17]6.

5	
   While the methodology has been implicitly used for centuries, in war strategy for
example [18], it was not until Robinson´s 1987 publication and his as well as Dreborg´s
subsequent work that established this term as a methodology, applied to date mostly in
energy and environmental work [14]. The methodology has also been used in the field of
business intelligence [19].	
  
6
An example of an effort to use backcasting for sustainability purposes is the development
of critical loads and their use in the European arena to mitigate emissions. The critical loads
were derived in a backcasting process from ecological and social goals based on ecosystem
function and structure [20-24].
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In backasting from scenarios as used by Robinson, a simplistic but rather
specific image of the future, or a set of specific goals, is used as the basis of
the planning. Backcasting from a robust definition of a goal, helps avoid suboptimizations and sometimes even „blind alleys‟ because it departures in
planning from the full scope of the goal in the future – not from current
technologies and the limitations of those. This allows for more robust
estimations of future potentials and opportunities and avoiding fixing one
problem by inventing another. An example, where this opportunity was not
exploited, would be the introduction of DDT or CFC‟s, both of which were
responses to current problems and demands but turned out to be a blind-alley
from a whole sustainability perspective.
Backcasting from scenarios or specific goals also has some drawbacks [15].
First, given differing values, it can be difficult for large groups to agree on
relatively detailed descriptions of a desirable distant future. Second, given
technological and cultural evolution, which keep changing the conditions for
the optimal path ahead, it is best to avoid overly specific assumptions of the
future too early in a process of transformation. What may seem as an
optimal final solution today, may be helplessly obsolete tomorrow. Thirdly, how
do we know that the scenario that we backcast from is really sustainable in
the first place if it is not assessed by robust principles?7 And, finally, if we
backcast directly from scenarios without having them scrutinized by basic
principles for sustainability, it is difficult to draw general conclusions, i.e.
gain learning from one topic or organization that could be transferred to
other topics and organizations.
Over the last twenty years, a group of scientists, including some of the authors,
have explored the possibility to develop a framework based on backcasting
from sustainability principles. This framework has since been elaborated and
refined in theory [12, 25-27] as well as practiced in many organizations
and sectors such as Electrolux and IKEA [25], Interface, Scandic Hotels and
Collins Pine [28], Hydro Polymers [29], regions and municipalities [30, 31],
Agriculture [32, 33], and transport systems [34]. This framework has also been
applied to relate various tools and concepts for sustainable development to
sustainability and to each other [12, 27] and for academic education [35-38].
It is important to note that the term “Sustainable Development” and
“Sustainability” are not synonymous. Semantically, the term sustainability
describes a stage (or state of being), while sustainable development points at
processes towards or within that state [39]. When backcasting from
sustainability principles, the principles describe a goal, semantically a state of
being. Furthermore, a goal can in itself be to comply with basic principles, or
constraints, for sustainability, and the same basic conditions can then be applied
to inform further technical and cultural evolution. More precisely, this
7

The term robustness will be discussed at more detail later on in the paper.
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framework focuses on these basic conditions or requirements that need to be
fulfilled in order for the system to be sustainable as well as the application of
these principles for backcasting planning.
Intent of the study and hypothesis
The above-mentioned framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD)8
has an ecological and a social dimension.9 The question explored in this paper
is whether the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development as it is
formulated now allows for backcasting from social sustainability in a way that
is operational enough. The intent of this study is to scrutinize the existing
framework as regards the social dimension, specifically the definition of social
sustainability in terms of basic conditions, with the hypothesis that the social
side, when compared to the ecological one is not equally operational. This paper
is the first in a series aimed at exploring a principled definition of social
sustainability.
Methods
The analysis will be performed using the same generic five-level model for
analysis of any systematic approach in any system that the FSSD was originally
developed around [12]. The levels of the framework are the following:

1. The Systems level describes the overarching system within which
analyses and planning occur, e.g. an organization or project within
society (with its stakeholders, laws, norms etc.), within the
biosphere (with its natural laws, natural resources, biodiversity, etc).
2. The Success level describes the overall principles that are fulfilled in
the system (1) when the organization is in compliance with its vision,
within constraints set by basic principles for socio-ecological
sustainability.
3. The Strategic Guidelines level provides some generic and overarching
strategic guidelines for planning and acting towards any goal (2). The
core basic guidelines of the framework are: (i) With each investment
strive to bring projects and organizations closer to compliance with the
success principles (2). In doing so, strike a good balance between (ii)
direction and advancement speed with respect to the success principles
and (iii) return on investment. Other, “softer”, guidelines are related to
process, e.g. honesty, transparency, accountability and inclusiveness.
8	
  The

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development is called so because it allows
backcasting backcasting from a set of basic conditions for sustainability (the minimum
goal) and then a stepwise planning (development) approach to this goal.
9

It also includes the economic dimension. See below.
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4. The Action level describes what actions are planned and carried out
in line with the strategic guidelines.
5. The Tools level describes the methods, tools and concepts used to
manage, measure and monitor the activities (4) so that these are chosen
in a strategic way (3) to arrive at success (2) in the system (1). For
example; ecodesign tools and environmental management systems.
Results
The paragraphs below detail what a critical evaluation of the FSSD reveals
about the social sustainability aspects of the current framework. Since the
ecological side has proven itself to be both logically robust10 and operationable,
the findings on the social side are presented in comparison to the ecological
side, so as to highlight the discrepancies.
Systems level: At the systems level on the ecological side, the FSSD is based
on a thorough analysis of the “big picture” of the ecosystems, following
logical conclusions from laws of nature such as thermodynamics, the
conservation laws, the biogeochemical cycles, and how the exchange of flows
of resources and waste between society and natural systems can be described
precisely enough to approach overriding mechanisms for how the natural system
is currently eroded [40]. An equal analysis for the social side is not
evident. Would it be possible to explore the social system with an equally
thorough analysis, thereby informing more precisely the following levels of the
framework?
Success level: In the following, the reasoning behind the definition of
ecological sustainability is described, after which the results of attempting to
apply the same approach to social sustainability, are presented.
When the original framework was developed, the scientists started to derive
criteria that the basic principles of sustainability had to fulfill in order to be
robust and operational [26, 36, 39, 41]:
•
•
•

•

10

Necessary, to allow a detection of incontrovertible and mandatory aspects
and measures of sustainability;
Sufficient, to not have gaps in the thinking;
General, to allow inter-disciplinary and cross-sector
cooperation; Concrete enough to inspire innovation, action
and give direction;
Distinct (mutually exclusive) to avoid overlaps and thereby allow for
comprehension as well as development of indicators.

As elaborated later on in this section
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To arrive at principles meeting those criteria, the subsequent logics were
followed:
Sustainability is a term that has become relevant only as a consequence of
humanity’s systematic contributions to un-sustainability, when the limits of
sustainability is challenged or overstepped. Thus, we are trying to set the limits
between sustainability and un-sustainability. It is therefore logical to look for
different overriding mechanisms by which society is systematically eroding the
ecological systems, and then equipping such basic mechanisms with a “not”.
What are the fundamental flaws in the design of the un-sustainable society and
how can such be used as exclusion criteria for redesign of society with its
organizations?
The framework´s sustainability principles are in their current form stated
below (the first three dealing with ecological sustainability, and the fourth
addressing social sustainability which we will return to):
In the sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing…

1. …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth‟s crust,
2. …concentrations of substances produced by society,
3. …degradation by physical means
and

4. …people are not subject to conditions that systematically
undermine their capacity to meet their needs.
Already before making a deeper analysis of the social system, it is possible to
identify a discrepancy in the FSSD between the ecological and social side at
the second level. It is obvious, that there is no reciprocal cohesion between the
current phrasing of sustainability principles (SPs) 1-3 on the one hand, and
sustainability principle (SP) 4 on the other. A more reciprocal and logical
representation of the two systems is presented in Fig 1 below. From this
follows the concrete gap we would like to explore regarding the identification of
overriding mechanisms by which the social system can be eroded.
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Figure 1: The ecological and social side of the Framework for Strategic Sustainable
Development – gaps and imbalances are highlighted through its visual representation.
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Starting with the Brundtland definition as something we want for humanity11 and
applying the logic laid out above, it is clear that we achieve sustainability (i)
by not systematically degrading the ecological system and (ii) by not
systematically degrading the social system (see figure 1). This would lead to
two overriding principles for sustainability, namely sustainability for the
ecological system on the one hand, and sustainability for the social system
on the other12.
The overriding principle for ecological sustainability has already been further
fleshed out into higher-order and more concrete principles (SPs 1-3),
whereas there is nothing under the overriding principle for social
sustainability. The social principle of the FSSD only provides a claimed
statement of social sustainability as being a society where “people are not
subject to conditions that systematically undermine their capacity to meet
their needs”. This is not distinct from the starting point (the Brundtland
definition). At least the overlap is considerable. Furthermore, whether this
overriding description of social sustainability would follow a thorough analysis
of the social system or not, remains to be investigated. Even if this description
would hold to such scrutiny, the question remains, exactly how, expressed
as basic mechanisms, does the design of our current society erode the capacity of
people to meet their needs?
Other levels: Since the last three levels of the FSSD are not specific to either the
ecological or the social side, there is no inconsistency between them. At the
strategic guidelines level, the above mentioned guidelines ought to be equally
important for the social side as for the ecological side. But will those suffice on
their own as overriding guidelines also for social strategies? It cannot be
excluded that a more robust description of the first level (social system), leading
to a more elaborate description of basic mechanisms for erosion of the social
system and consequent operational principles for social sustainability (second
level), will influence also the third, strategic guidelines level (and thereby the
remaining two levels – actions and tools).

11	
   “Meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs” [42] describes the topic at a very high philosophical
level. What does this actually mean in practical terms? The FSSD tries to break this
definition down into operational principles that allow us to analyse and plan for a
sustainable future.
12

“Economic sustainability” is often mentioned as a third pilar of sustainability. However,
as Daly [43] points out the economy is a means for any objective (not an objective in
itself). It therefore fits at the strategic level of this framework rather than at the success
level.	
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Discussion
Studying social sustainability brings with it some inherent challenges that are not
encountered when studying the ecological system. “We are looking at a system
that we (as researchers) cannot observe as an outsider”, it is often argued
since studying the human social system means in fact the studying of
ourselves. Further “that the social world is much too complex and far too
interwoven with value statements, morals, and other intangible, non-measurable
aspects to be studied as one would study an ecological system with
traditional scientific methodologies”. However, we do not think that this is
reason enough to not even try. First, the ecological system is also complex.
Secondly, there never has been such a thing as an un- researchable issue. All
systems can be analysed, and complex and far-reaching objectives can always
be attempted. It could even be argued that the most prestige-infected,
contentious or controversial issues are those that need such research attitudes the
most.
Perhaps is it precisely because of the perceived complexity and ambiguity,
that a systems analysis, and systematic re-design approach to social
sustainability from a basic principled level, should be attempted. Such an
approach will probably shed light on interrelated aspects and relationships that
may currently be overseen, and result in more generic guidelines for crosssector and interdisciplinary modelling of social sustainability.
The analysis in the earlier section brought up unanswered questions. In order
to follow the logic presented above, the first call to order would be to, as was
done on the ecological side, explore the social system enough to identify
overriding mechanisms of social un- sustainability. They would then need to
be phrased in such a way that they could function as generic and concrete
enough constraints for design of social sustainability. As this must be done in
a cohesive and concrete way, our future research will build on groupmodelling sessions with academics as well as practitioners from business and
municipalities. This will also promote participation and establishment of
ownership to the results and their ramifications when it comes to actions and
changes to be made.
Our research questions from this discussion are as follows:

1. Can the basic functional mechanisms of the social system be
determined with sufficient accuracy and comprehension to feed into
the second level of the analytical five-level framework presented
above?
2. If so, what are some typical mechanisms of erosion of the social system
and can these be clustered functionally so as to be converted into
principles for social sustainability that meet the criteria of the
current ecological definition ‘necessary’, ‘sufficient’, ‘general’,
‘concrete’ and ‘distinct’?
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3. If such principles of social sustainability can be derived, what are
some strategic guidelines that can be developed to aid organizations
to move towards social sustainability? Based on a deeper
understanding of social sustainability, will such strategic guidelines
differ from the ones applied for systematic approaches towards
ecological sustainability?
4. How can methods and tools be developed such that they foster actions
to be strategic to arrive at sustainability in the social system?
5. How can the framework’s unifying capacity be applied to detect
the relationship between other methods, tools and concepts and
norms for social sustainability, and thereby increase the applicability
of such?
One challenge arises with the approach of basic requirements for sustainability on
the social side. While ecological systems are the result of evolutionary processes,
the social system is more than just that. A part of the social system has roots in
evolutionary social biology, but it is also a highly developed human construct.
While avoiding basic mechanisms for destruction may seem possible to defend
as a starting point for planning on the ecological side (humans have never been
obliged to engineer natural systems to make them sustainable), the same is not
necessarily true with social sustainability. For the social system, an ethical stance
of avoiding obvious mechanisms behind erosion of the social fabric may not be
enough. Are perhaps deliberate and constructive positive actions in social
systems, passed on as ethical norms and traditions through generations, also
needed? If so, what norms would support this approach, and how could such
norms be evaluated with regard to sustainability and in the context of the
proposed framework? Regardless the outcome of such explorations, seeking to
discover overtly destructive mechanisms to avoid at least them, should be helpful
also for the social system. Destructive elements of the system of operation can
easily be overlooked or remain unidentified when engaging in small positive
steps which has become a trend in many organizations today (e.g. local social
initiatives such as support of soccer clubs, daycare centers, etc). The positive
steps, of course, are important and should be continued, but not at the cost of an
upstream approach to tackle elements that are systematically eroding the system,
perhaps through indirect impacts in other parts of the world.
Since the above mentioned norms can be highly dependent on cultural
context (although some form of the golden rule seems to exist in most
cultures), it is the focus on these more general destructive elements, the
upstream causes for social un-sustainability, which might still allow for a
generic approach.
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Conclusion
We have explored a broadly cited framework for strategic decision making
towards sustainability, and demonstrated its dichotomies and lack of
robustness in its social dimension, and proposed a way forward to make it more
cohesive as well as operational. We are not convinced that the challenges
described in dealing with the social system would necessarily make it
impossible to arrive at a cohesive and well-structured framework that includes
social sustainability. Such would rely on a structure solid and concrete enough
in time and space for more effective and efficient cross-sector and
interdisciplinary cooperation. It would also be helpful for more effective and
efficient use of existing methods, tools and concepts for social sustainability,
since it would help determine their relationships to sustainability, as well as to
each other. In forthcoming work, we are going to explore the theory of the
FSSD, thoroughly elaborate it by modelling of the social system, scrutinize the
outcome from cross-reading with some of the most cited protocols and
frameworks for social sustainability, and then test its applicability in some real
life analyses and planning.
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A Strategic Approach to Social Sustainability - Part 1:
Exploring the Social System

Merlina Missimer
Karl-Henrik Robèrt
Göran Broman

Abstract
Despite the conceptualization of sustainability as a three-pillar concept that
integrates ecological, social and economic considerations, it is widely
acknowledged that the social dimension is so far the least developed. This study
attempts an approach to a scientifically robust, operational definition of social
sustainability. In this paper (part one of a two-part series), a systems-based
approach to the social system is presented, as a basis for presenting a zerohypothesis of principles for social sustainability in part two. Transdisciplinary
literature studies as well as conceptual modelling sessions were performed and
the social system was examined from various angles – complex adaptive system
studies, human needs theory and other social sciences, and insights from these
fields were woven together. The whole work was structured and guided by the
Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development.
Various aspects of the social system were identified to be essential. First,
humans are a social species, implying a necessity for individuals to connect into
a social system to meet some of their human needs. However, the focus of the
study was not those individual needs per se, but the essential aspects of the
social system that need to be sustained (that cannot be systematically degraded)
for it to be possible for people to meet those individual needs. These essential
aspects were found to be trust, common meaning, diversity, capacity for learning
and capacity for self-organization. Trust seems to be generally acknowledged to
be the overriding aspect of a vital and functional social system, its “glue”. A
sense of common meaning is also stated by several authors as an important part
of the social capital and something that helps keeping a group or society
together. Diversity is acknowledged as essential for resilience; in the human
social system we suggest this can be interpreted as diversity of personalities,
ages, gender, skills, etc. Capacity for learning and self-organization are also
motivated from a resilience point of view by several authors.
These results form a basis for the hypothesis for a definition of social
sustainability presented in paper 2, which in turn is a step towards creating an
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enhanced support for strategic planning and innovation for sustainability.
Further testing and refinement of this theoretical foundation, and bringing it into
practical use, will be the subject of the continued studies.
Keywords: strategic sustainable development, social sustainability, social
system, systems thinking, sustainability principles.
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1. Introduction
Sustainable development (SD) most prominently entered the global political
arena in 1987 in a report from the United Nations Commission on Environment
and Development, also known as the Brundtland report. The report stated
“Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable - to ensure that it
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and
Development 1987). The concept of SD, and this definition specifically, has
been much criticized, mainly in relation to the vagueness of what sustainability
and sustainable development actually mean (e.g., Jacobs 1999, McKenzie 2004).
Paehlke (2001, 7 as cited in Partridge 2005) argues that sustainable development
is a concept “so amorphous that it might mean anything.” As Jacobs (1999, 24)
notes, “the vagueness of the definition … allows business and ‘development’
interests (and their government supporters) to claim that they are in favour of
sustainable development when actually they are the perpetrators of
unsustainability”. The vagueness has also led to a vast array of supplementary
definitions, terms, approaches, methods and tools, many of which designed for
specific fields only. This has made the general sustainability field confusing and
there is a growing need to understand how all the definitions, terms, approaches,
methods and tools relate to each other and to a general understanding of
sustainability (Huesemann 2001, Robèrt et al. 2002).
1.1. Social Sustainability
In addition, despite the conceptualization of sustainability as a three-pillar
concept that integrates ecological, social and economic considerations
(McKenzie 2004, Littig and Griessler 2005, Cuthill 2010), it is widely
acknowledged that the social dimension of sustainability is the least developed
(Littig and Griessler 2005, Partridge 2005, Kunz 2006, Cuthill 2010, Dempsey et
al. 2011, Vallance et al. 2011). The topic has gained increased attention in the
last 10 years with more scholars focusing specifically on the social pillar of
sustainability, discussing definitions, implications and indicators (e.g., Koning
2001, Barron and Gauntlet 2002, McKenzie 2004, City of Vancouver 2005,
Littig and Griessler 2005, Kunz 2006, Cuthill 2010, Dempsey et al. 2011,
Boström 2012). However, the assessment of the field in recent years seems no
different than earlier. There is still a relatively limited literature (Colantonio et
al. 2009, Dempsey et al. 2011), a lack of a clear theoretical concept (Littig and
Griessler 2005, Dempsey et al. 2011), a lack of clear understanding of the
meaning and interpretation (Weingaertner and Moberg 2011) and a lack of clear
indicators that help distinguish sustainable development from un-sustainable
development (Omann and Spangenberg 2002). Colantonio et al. (2009, 16)
assert:
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“The concept of social sustainability has been under-theorised or often
oversimplified in existing theoretical constructs […].
Furthermore, no
consensus seems to exist on what criteria and perspectives should be adopted in
defining social sustainability. Each author or policy maker derives their own
definition according to discipline-specific criteria or study perspective, making a
generalised definition difficult to achieve.”
There seem to be a number of challenges:
•

•

•

•

•

The social sustainability concepts are built on “concepts, such as
community, society, and inclusiveness, that themselves have no clear
definition” (Davidson 2007, 791).
Social sustainability is an analytical and a normative concept, but these
aspects are not always clearly separated, leading to confusion in the
prioritization process (Littig and Griessler 2005).
Objectives and indicators are frequently selected based on practical
understanding rather than theory and, therefore, often reflect current
political agendas as well as theoretically unfounded assumptions (Littig
and Griessler 2005). Omann and Spangenberg (2002), e.g., highlight
how social sustainability is approached differently in different EU
countries based on the internal political conversation (emphasis on labor
in Germany, consumption in the Netherlands, etc.). Sometimes, as
Davidson (2009) has observed, the term social sustainability is simply
used to describe the current system of social welfare and policy.
The social sciences have concerned themselves with a wide variety of
social objectives, strategies and measurement instruments, but often
with little consideration of the sustainability perspective (Metzner 2000
as cited in Spangenberg und Omann 2006 and Colantionio et al. 2009).
“This deficit makes it difficult to systematise the different elements
responding to certain problems or project priorities, which dominate the
current debate, and this in turn is a major obstacle for any attempt to
prioritise among the criteria developed in an ad hoc fashion, for
strategy development and assessment” (Spangenberg und Omann 2006,
320).
Finally, there is no optimum for indicators and it is problematic to
establish benchmarks (Colantonio 2007).
1.2. Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development

In response to the vagueness and lack of clarity in the general sustainability
field, and in order to create a unifying structure for strategic sustainability work,
some scientists has explored the possibility to develop a framework that would
be helpful in this regard. This trans-disciplinary framework has been designed to
give guidance on how any region, organization or project can support society’s
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transition towards social and ecological sustainability in an economically viable
way.
The Framework for Strategic Sustainable development (FSSD), see fig 1, has
now been under continuous development over a 20-year consensus and peerreview process including theoretical explorations (Robèrt 1994, Holmberg and
Robèrt 2000, Broman et al. 2000, Robèrt 2000, Robèrt et al. 2002, Ny et al.
2006, Missimer 2013) and testing/refinements between scientists and
practitioners from business (Electrolux 1994, Robèrt 1997, Anderson 1998,
Nattrass 1999, Broman et al. 2000, Leadbitter 2002, Matsushita 2002, Nattrass
and Altomare 2002) and policy/government (Gordon 2003, Cook 2004, James
and Lahti 2004, Strauss-Kahn 2004). The framework has also been applied to
relate various tools, methods and concepts for sustainable development to
sustainability and to each other (Robèrt 2000, Robèrt et al. 2002, Robèrt et al.
2010, Robèrt et al. 2013), including eco-design tools (Byggeth and
Hochschorner 2006) and for company decision systems (Hallstedt et al. 2010),
and has been taught and used to structure teaching, research and cooperation
within and between academic institutions (Broman et al. 2002, Waldron et al.
2004, Waldron 2005, Robèrt et al. 2010, Missimer and Connell 2012).
1.2.1 Five interactive levels of strategic planning for sustainability
At the foundation of the FSSD lies the following 5-level model (see figure 1):
The system level describes the overall
major functioning of the system, in this
case the social system of the human
society within the biosphere. The current
threats and degradation of this system is
the rational for the levels that follow. To
apply an analogy, in chess, the system
level contains the board, pieces and rules
of the game.

Figure 1: The 5-level model
that the FSSD is based on.

The success level specifies the definition
of the objective, in this case,
sustainability. Returning to the analogy, to
checkmate one’s opponent is success,
which can happen in almost uncountable
combinations all complying with the
same basic principles of checkmate. To
understand the principled definition of
winning in chess, it is important to know
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enough about the system. But it is not necessary to know everything about the
system chess, with all its history and theoretical and strategic implications. The
next level requires this key second level.
The strategic guidelines level specifies the guidelines for how to approach the
objective strategically. This implies a step-by-step approach
toward the
objective in an economically viable way. The step-wise transition is guided by
“backcasting” thinking, i.e., thinking back from a vision fulfilling the objective
to the current situation – backcasting – to identify possible transition paths. A
unique feature of the FSSD is that the backcasting does not only, or necessarily,
occur from a simplified image of a desirable future (as in “scenario-planning),
but from basic principles designed as boundary conditions for re-design.13 In
chess, moves serve as strategic steps toward fulfillment of the principles for
checkmate. Trade-offs are selected from their capacity to serve as platforms
toward complying with principles of success (level 2), rather than as choices
between inherent evils.
The actions level comprises everything done in concrete terms, e.g., in chess,
the actual moves. Strategic guidelines at level 3 are applied to inspire, inform,
and scrutinize every action or investment that is put into a strategic plan.
The tools level includes concepts, methods, and tools that are often required for
decision support, monitoring, and disclosures of the actions to ensure they are
chosen in line with the strategic guidelines to arrive stepwise at the success in
the system. Examples in sustainable development are modelling, management
systems, indicators, life cycle assessments, etc. In chess, this would include
everything from books on how to play, to management systems to store and
analyze game-by-game moves and outcomes.

13

First, given differing values, it can be difficult for large groups to agree on relatively
detailed descriptions (scenarios) of a desirable distant future. Second, given
technological and cultural evolution, which keep changing the conditions for the optimal
path ahead, it is best to avoid overly specific assumptions of the future too early in a
process of transformation. What may seem as an optimal final solution today, may be
helplessly obsolete tomorrow. Third, how do we know that the scenario that we backcast
from is really sustainable in the first place if it is not assessed against robust
sustainability principles? And, finally, if we backcast directly from scenarios without
having them scrutinized against basic principles for sustainability, it is difficult to draw
general conclusions, i.e., gain learning from one topic or organization that could be
transferred to other topics and organizations. In addition, as a principle-based vision is
more flexible than its scenario-based counterpart because success can be achieved in a
variety of ways (as long as the principles are met), organizational learning experts
observe that these types of constraints stimulate creativity. For example, Senge (2003, 5)
states “understanding your constraints frees you to create”.
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1.2.2

Experiences from explorations of ecological sustainability

In earlier attempts to work with ecological sustainability, it became clear that the
discourse in society was characterized by high levels of confusion as to how to
define this and approach the subject strategically. For example, biofuels was
often mentioned as a principle for sustainability. However, if practices around
biofuels build on a type of harvesting that destroys ecosystems it is actually not
sustainable and can therefore not be a basic sustainability principle in itself.
The five-level structure of the FSSD evolved to avoid such confusion by keeping
a strict, logical separation between levels, especially between the system as such
and the objective in the system. The objective can then serve as the functional
system boundaries that guide the further research of the system. What aspects of
the system (level 1) are essential to reach the objective (level 2)? Once the
objective is clearly defined, it is possible to look for strategic guidelines (level 3)
by which actions (level 4) can be organized in a step-wise strategic plan, and
relevant concepts, methods and tools for decision-making and monitoring of the
planned transition route can be chosen or developed (level 5).
For the example above, this leads to the conclusion that a change to biofuels is
an action (level 4) that may, or not, follow strategic guidelines (level 3) as a
stepping stone to arrive at success framed by some basic principle of
sustainability (level 2). The question is then, what are those principles of
sustainability?
As mentioned above, a unique aspect of the FSSD is that any definition of
success is required to be within basic sustainability principles. The principles for
ecological sustainability were derived by asking the following question: by what
overriding mechanisms, upstream at the level of first approximation in chains of
causality, do human activities set off the myriad of downstream impacts that will
destroy the ecological system? Literature studies provided empirical knowledge
of the functioning of the ecosystem and the sustainability challenge in this
regard (level 1 of the FSSD).
This knowledge and conceptual modelling sessions with groups of experts lead
to a first attempt to come up with overriding mechanisms of degradation that
would explain ecological unsustainability. A myriad of downstream impacts
were clustered in a few upstream first-order mechanisms. Thereafter, a “not”
was inserted for each mechanism to form first-order sustainability principles,
designed as exclusion criteria for redesign. Next the generality of this attempted
principled definition of ecological sustainability was tested on more empirical
data of the ecosystem and the sustainability challenge related to it. This gave rise
to a new and more refined definition, which was tested again, and so on.
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It was found, during the learning process, that to be functional within the FSSD,
the set of basic principles for the objective must have the following
characteristics (Robèrt 2000; Ny et. al 2006)
•
•
•
•
•
•

Science-based, that is, compliant with relevant scientific knowledge
available to date.
Necessary for sustainability, that is, to avoid imposing unnecessary
requirements and to avoid confusion over elements that may be debatable.
Sufficient for sustainability, that is, the principles taken together should
cover all relevant aspects.
General, that is, people from various societal sectors and scientific
disciplines should be able to understand and use them.
Concrete, that is, capable of guiding actions and problem solving.
Distinct, that is, mutually exclusive to facilitate comprehension and
monitoring.

In their current form the basic principles for ecological sustainability are:
In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing…
1) …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust
(e.g. CO2 from fossil fuels, or heavy metals and radioactive
isotopes),
2) …concentrations of substances produced by society
(e.g. CFC’s, NOx and endocrine disruptors),
3) …degradation by physical means
(e.g. deforestation, overfishing and overuse of water tables),
Furthermore, so far a single overarching principle for social sustainability has
been used in the FSSD. This is based on some of our knowledge about the
constitution of human beings, namely that most people have a desire to fulfill
their needs and some capacity to do so if not hindered by others. If this capacity
is systematically undermined by social means, that would represent
unsustainability (c.f. with the Brundtland definition above).
In its current form the basic principle for social sustainability is:
In a sustainable society,
4) …people are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine
their capacity to meet their needs
(e.g. from the abuse of political and economic power).
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The sustainability principles help people in companies, municipalities, etc., to
ask relevant questions and to identify how they contribute to unsustainability.
The sustainability principles can also guide research, e.g., on indicators even
before critical boundaries are trespassed.
For an updated review of the FSSD with applications, and for references, see
Robèrt et al. 2013.
1.3 Social Sustainability within the FSSD
Though experiences in practice has shown that the FSSD serves well for
systematic re-design to support societal compliance with the three principles for
ecological sustainability, it has also shown that the FSSD suffers from an underdevelopment of the social dimension (Missimer et al. 2010; Missimer 2013). It is
not operational enough to serve analyses, planning, innovation and monitoring
of transitions towards social sustainability. The social sustainability principle
above is not specific enough about the overriding mechanisms by which
peoples’ capacity to meet their needs can be eroded, nor is it based on the same
thorough systems research approach as the ecological principles are. Reviews of
the social sustainability literature have also shown that a clear conceptual
framework is important and requested.
This suggests that a further development of the social dimension of the FSSD is
appropriate and urgently needed. To improve the FSSD by a more operative
definition of social sustainability would not only serve planning and transition
towards social sustainability per se. It would serve planning and transition to
ecological sustainability as well. Re-design towards sustainable practices
happens in the creative tension field between social and ecological sustainability,
and cooperation to safeguard natural systems relies on functional enough social
systems. Suggestions for a direction of improvement in that regard have been
made by Missimer et al. (2010) and the aim of the work presented here is to
further develop these suggestions.
2. Aim
The larger research project is guided by the question: how can the FSSD be
further developed as regards the social dimension to better aid more concrete
planning and decision-making for sustainable innovation? The aim of the
research is to identify social sustainability principles, which can be used as
boundary conditions for re-design in the above-described fashion.
The aim of this paper (part one of a two-part series) is to establish a systemsbased approach to the social system and identify essential aspects of this system
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from a sustainability point of view as a basis for developing principles for social
sustainability. That is, over and above sustaining essential aspects of the
ecological system; what are the essential aspects of the social system that need to
be sustained (cannot be systematically degraded) in order to not systematically
undermine the capacity of people to meet their needs, now and in the future?
The aim of the second paper is to identify the overriding mechanisms by which
these essential aspects of the social system can be degraded and to present a
zero-hypothesis for a principled definition of social sustainability.
The theory laid out in these two papers will be further tested in action-research
with practitioners in businesses and municipalities and presented in upcoming
papers.
3. Methods
The main method employed was literature studies in the systems- and social
sciences looking for essential aspects of a resilient and functional social system.
The FSSD was used to structure the review and analysis. Thus, in line with the
experiences from applying the basic ideas of the FSSD for the study of the
ecosystem, the approach here was guided by the idea to allow the systems
perspective on planning to evolve from a dynamic and iterative dialogue
between two levels – the system level and the success level of the FSSD. This
was achieved through conceptual modelling sessions by the authors, sometimes
in collaboration with other researchers.
This is hard to represent in a linear fashion. Still, paper 1 describes the system
aspects that have been identified as relevant in this iterative dialogue, while
paper 2 lays out the sustainability principles that were derived therefrom. Only
together, however, do they create a full picture of the approach.
4. Results
The results section starts off with a description of the approach to social
sustainability chosen here and the evidence that was found in the literature for
the appropriateness of studying the topic with a systems approach. The main
body then presents the aspects of the social system that emerged as essential
from the above-mentioned iterative dialogue between the first and second levels
of the FSSD. It is important to note that many other aspects and terms that are
often used in relation to, or under the umbrella of, social sustainability were
assessed through the lens of the FSSD. More on this in paper 2.
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4.1. General Approach
4.1.1. Sustainability in the FSSD
Brundtland speaks to the idea of meeting human needs, now and in the future.
How is this different than social sustainability?
On a very fundamental level all human beings have needs that they aim to
satisfy. Human needs describe in-born requirements that need to be satisfied in
order for the individual to remain healthy – physically, emotionally and
mentally. Various categorizations of human needs exist (Maslow 1943, Burton
1990, Max-Neef et al. 1991, Doyal and Gough 1991, Ramsay 1992), many of
which overlap substantially (Chittenden 2000, Alkire 2002). Maslow´s hierarchy
(1943) is probably the most well-known; Max-Neef et al.´s (1991) is a common
contemporary one used in the (economic and sustainable) development
conversation.14 Most human beings have the desire and some innate capacity to
satisfy their own needs by themselves, and use this capacity if they are not
hindered to do so by other individuals or organizations (the parts of the social
system on which they depend). At the same time, it is obvious that many of the
needs, such as participation, affection and others can only be satisfied in
community with others. So, by design, humans are a social species. Malinowski
(1994) summarizes that “A major driving force behind society and societisation
seems to be – in the broadest sense – the creation of opportunities to meet one’s
needs” (also see e.g., Maturana and Varela 1980). So individual humans are
capable of meeting their own needs, but are dependent on the ecological and the
social systems to do so.
The FSSD therefore approaches social sustainability from this social system´s
perspective. Sustainability is about the elimination of mechanisms of systematic
degradation of essential aspects of both the ecological and the social system and
is thus defined by boundary conditions within which the system can continue to
function and evolve, outside of which it cannot.

14

Max-Neef et al. devise a scheme of nine human needs: subsistence, protection,
affection, creation, identity, participation, understanding, freedom, idleness. A need is,
according to Max-Neef et al., constitutional and the same in all cultures (what differs are
the satisfiers, i.e., choice of concrete methods or means by which the needs can be
satisfied) and must be met to avoid psychological or physical ill-health. Max-Neef et al.
state that if one of the human needs is in systematic short supply, this leads to “poverty”
regardless of how well the other needs are being satisfied. It is within this tension of
needs and satisfiers that sustainable solutions are possible.
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In that sense, the
definition
of
sustainability is not about
a flourishing of human
life or all needs being
met, but about the basic
conditions
that
are
necessary
for
the
ecological and social
systems
to
not
systematically degrade.
The sustainability of
these two systems then
creates the space and
opportunity for people to
meet their needs in
whatever way they chose
and
for societies to
Figure 3: Sustainability principles as
optimize their chances to
boundary conditions
prosper and flourish (see
figure 2). A socially
robust system may be most needed at times of very harsh conditions such as
natural catastrophes. The boundary conditions for a sustainable system allow for
creativity in how we design systems that adapt to given circumstances.
4.1.2. Support for a Social (Complex) Systems Approach
The FSSD is based on a systems approach. However, in the social sciences, a
systems approach has long been contentious. Even though social systems theory
was a dominant strand in traditional sociology (Castellani and Hafferty 2010),
this kind of thinking about large-scale processes was later largely abandoned or
at least marginalized (Walby 2003, 2007). However, recently systems thinking
or rather, complexity theory, has gained increased popularity in the social
sciences (Törnberg 2011, Nowotny 2005). Some authors even go as far as saying
that an overhaul of sociological theory and method is needed and that
complexity science is the most promising new approach (Byrne 1998, Castellani
and Hafferty 2010, Urry 2003).
More concretely, Walby (2003, 2007) argues that complexity theory overcomes
the challenges levied at earlier systems thinking approaches, namely that it lets
go of a focus on equilibrium and functionalist approaches to system-parts
interactions and instead emphasizes dynamic process and co-evaluation of
systems. She further states that complexity theory offers new ways of thinking
about some of the classic dilemmas in social science:
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•
•

“The tension between the search for general theory and the desire for
contextual and specific understandings (2003, 1)”
“Combining an understanding of both individual and social structure,
that does not deny the significance of the self-reflexivity of the human
subject while yet theorising changes in the social totality (2003, 2)”

Giddens´ theory of structuration (e.g., Giddens 1984, Stones 2005) describes
something similar, although not originating from a systems perspective. His
seminal sociological theory aims to overcome the traditional divide in sociology
over whether the individual or the social system is the more powerful and should
be the focus of sociological investigation. Giddens claims that the structure of
society and agency (located at an individual level) are a duality that cannot be
conceived apart from each other; social structures are comprised of human
agency and also shape human agency.
Schwandt and Szabla (2013, 3), in fact, identify a “conceptual congruence” of
the theory of structuration and complexity theory, an idea supported by others in
the field (Walby 2003, Castellani and Hafferty 2010). This implies taking both
the individual and the whole into account when creating a theoretical framework
for social systems and sustainability. 15
Going further, like all living systems, human social systems can be considered
not only complex, but a complex adaptive system (e.g., Clayton and Radcliffe
1996). Castellani and Hafferty (2010, 7) argue that “human social systems are
distinguished in two important ways: the ’things’ of which they are comprised,
which is some set of human social agents (individuals, groups, formal
organizations, etc.) and the relationships among these social agents, which
constitutes some form of social interaction (Byrne 1998; Holland 1995; 1998;
Klir 2011; Luhmann 1995).”
Gordon (1991, 3) similarly states that at a basic level the parts of the system are
individual human beings that are connected into a system through human
relationships and interaction. This then includes all individual human beings as
well as specific sub-systems such as communities, nations, institutions or
companies and our interactions, which manifest themselves in direct interactions
as well as more indirect, intangible ones such as cultural systems.16
From a systems perspective, the links between the parts, here the social
relationships and interactions, are especially important (Bossel 1999, 8; Franklin
15

This is also supported by some conclusions in the social sustainability literature,
namely that consensus has emerged that social sustainability seems to have two axis – an
individual human one and a social one (Spangenberg and Omann 2006).
16
Some (e.g., Stichweh 2000) claim, that at this point, the entire world is connected into
one global system.	
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and Blyton 2011) As Hjorth and Bagheri (2006, 79) argue, “a system is
recognized by the integrity and interaction of its components [….This]
represents a way of understanding reality that emphasizes the relationships
among a system’s parts, rather than the properties of the parts themselves”.
This emphasis on relationships is what we build on in our work on social
sustainability.
Before moving on to the next section, it must be pointed out that complexity
theory in its current form is not a single coherent body of thought but is
constituted by a range of different traditions and approaches (Cudworth and
Hobden 2012, 169; Walby 2003, 3) (Walby 2007, 457). It is therefore
considered more of a conceptual framework than a traditional theory (Castellani
and Hafferty 2010) and matches well with the FSSD. The FSSD, as previously
outlined, approaches complexity with an iterative dialogue between its levels in
order to arrive at simplicity without reduction (Broman et al. 2000).

4.2. The Complex Adaptive Social System
The basis of the approach described in this paper is the idea that human social
systems like all living systems can be described as a complex adaptive system.
Clark et al. (1995, 36) explain that “as systems evolve they usually do so in the
direction of increasing complexity. By this we mean not only that the number of
the participating components of the system increases but also that the pattern of
interrelationships amongst these components is also becoming more elaborate –
that is their number and type is increasing”. The degree of complexity is
amplified by many diverse and free-willed agents in the social system.
The increasing level of complexity of social life in modern society, partly
through globalization and the development and spread of technology, and the
difficulty this brings in coordinating our systems is a common topic also in
mainstream sociology (Giddens 1990, 1991, Luhmann 1988).
The research field of resilience theory, complex adaptive systems and adaptive
management has emerged to study and understand the dynamics of working with
complex adaptive systems (Berkes et al. 2003, Folke et al. 2005, Nelson et al.
2007). Although focused on socio-ecological systems, i.e., the interaction
between social and the ecological system, it provides many insights for the
social system itself, not just in relation to the ecological system. While
ecological and social systems do not function entirely the same, nor can the
study of resilience and adaptability be directly applied from one to the other
(Adger 2000), the social system is a living system and it would therefore make
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sense to keep the above in mind also when thinking about the social system in
itself.
A complex system is inevitably characterized by uncertainty, change and
surprise, which in return requires flexibility and adaptation in dealing with the
system. Adaptability or adaptive capacity is defined in the literature as the ability
to ‘manage resilience’ (Walker et al. 2004, 2006, Folke et al. 2005). Resilience,
in return, is defined as the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganize while undergoing change so as to still retain essentially the same
function, structure, identity and feedbacks (Walker et al. 2004).17 It focuses on
the ability to absorb and shape change as well as the ability for renewal (Berkes
et al. 2003, Folke et al. 2005, Folke 2006, Nelson et al. 2007). Adger (2000)
defines social resilience as the ability of human communities to withstand
external shocks to their social infrastructure, such as environmental variability or
social, economic and political upheaval.
The literature discusses some essential aspects of adaptive capacity and the longterm survival of socio-ecological systems:
4.2.1. Diversity
Diversity is repeatedly mentioned as an important aspect of resilience (Folke et
al. 2002, Walker et al. 2006, Norberg and Cumming 2006, Chapin et al. 2010).
Folke et al. (2002, 19) claim “diversity is not just insurance against uncertainty
and surprise. It also provides a mix of components whose history and
accumulated experience help cope with change, and facilitates redevelopment
and innovation following disturbance and crisis”. In essence, more diversity
leads to more variety and in an environment of constant change and uncertainty,
one does not always know what will be needed in the future; therefore, having as
many options as possible is the best strategy to be resilient in the long run.
Diversity is also specifically mentioned in relation to types of knowledge and as
including, e.g., indigenous knowledge in understanding a system (Folke et al.
2002, 2005). In addition, an increasing body of research focuses specifically on
diversity in governance as a source for resilience (Burger et al. 2001, Ostrom et
al. 2002, Berkes et al. 2003, Dietz et al. 2003, Folke et al. 2005, Ostrom 2005).
4.2.2. Learning

17

It is important to note that, even though the literature on socio-ecological systems
focuses primarily on changes in the ecological system, the ‘disturbance’ can come from
changes in the physical environment or from changes within the social system (Janssen
et al. 2007)
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Many authors stress the need for flexibility and learning to deal with the
complexity and constant changes (Gunderson 2001, Scheffer et al. 2001, Folke
et al. 2002, 2004, Olsson et al. 2004, Walker et al. 2006, Nelson et al. 2007,
Chapin et al. 2010). Learning in this sense means to be able to sense changes and
respond to them effectively. The literature focuses specifically on social and
institutional learning and includes social memory, the capacity to learn from
experience, as a mechanism (McIntosh 2000, Folke et al. 2005). Scheffer et al.
(2001) discuss how resilient systems must not become rigid and monolithic in
any way, but instead constantly learn and adapt to the situation. Folke et al.
(2002, 47) claim that “flexible social networks and organizations that proceed
through learning-by-doing are better adapted for long-term survival than are
rigid social systems (that have set prescriptions [….])”. The importance of the
aspect of learning is also supported by literature in the field of organizational
learning (e.g., Senge 1990).
4.2.3. Self-organization
Complex adaptive systems are usually self-organized systems without systemlevel intent or centralized control (Clark et al. 1995, Levin 1998, Westley 2002,
Walker et al. 2006). Walker et al. (2004) explain that, although the system is
“dominated by individual human actors who do exhibit intent, the system as a
whole does not (as in the case of a market)”. It is this capacity for selforganization that is especially important when confronted with a sudden change
in the environment (Olsson et al. 2004, Folke et al. 2005, Norberg and Cumming
2006, Folke 2006, Osbahr et al. 2010). Folke et al. (2002) emphasize the
importance of creating opportunity for self-organization towards socioecological sustainability.

4.2.4. Trust (Social Capital)
While the aspects listed so far apply to all living systems, additional ones have
been discussed for the social system.
One of these is social capital as a necessity to coordinate the system in its
adaptation and allow for collective action (Pretty and Ward 2001, Ostrom and
Ahn 2003, Pretty 2003, Adger 2003, Folke et al. 2003, Olsson et al. 2004, Folke
et al. 2005, Walker et al. 2006, Osbahr et al. 2010). Folke et al. (2005)
specifically claim that social capital increases the flexibility of management of
organizations and institutions.
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The concept of social capital is a confusing and often-criticized one (e.g., Arrow
2000); therefore some caution and great analytical precision is required.
Rothstein (2005) makes a convincing argument that social capital is a function
of networks and trust, so the quantity of connections multiplied by the quality of
the connections. He further goes on to argue that trust is the main variable in
social capital and that many others that are discussed are not valid in the same
way. Others in the field agree that trust is one of the main variables that creates
value in social systems (Putnam 2000, Fukuyama 2002, Wollebaek and Selle
2008).
Also in other fields, trust is often discussed as the fabric, which binds society
together (Hollis 1998, Luhmann 2000, Potter 2002, Caldwell and Clapham
2003). Furthermore, it is often claimed that trust has a superordinate position in
relation to other essential aspects of a well-functional social system. If this is
true, trust could serve as a proxy for the quality of the social system at large.
Erosion of trust can lead to a negative and self-re-enforcing spiral causing a
dysfunctional social system, the “social entrapment”, and it calls for very large
efforts of leadership and powerful policy-making to open the trap up again
(Rothstein 2005, 2007).
As a social species, human arrange themselves into various forms of
organizations (or sub-systems), but to make the organization effective, they need
to coordinate their interactions (Gordon 1991, 6). However, coordination
becomes more challenging in a system as complex as the social one. In such a
complex system it is almost impossible for one or a few individuals to
understand or completely control the entire complex system. Therefore, with
more and more complexity we must rely more and more on others to make
decisions and choose viable alternatives (Meijboom et al. 2006, Meijboom
2008). A way to deal with the risk and uncertainty inherent in this complexity is
by trusting (Lahno 2001, Meijboom et al. 2006). Friedman (2007, 557-558), e.g.,
states “without trust, there is no open society, because there are not enough
police to patrol every opening...without trust there can also be no flat world,
because it is trust that allows us to take down walls, remove barriers, and
eliminate friction at borders”.
Trust is therefore seen as a quality of connection, which allows the system to
remain together despite the level of internal complexity. In return, as discussed
above, it allows for coordinated, collective adaptation to the constant change
produced by the complex adaptive systems around us (rather than many
individual, competing adaptive strategies). This quality of connection or
emphasis on the links between individuals is also what we are interested in from
a systems perspective.
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In the organizational studies field, some have argued that there is even tangible
economic benefit from trust, because trust facilitates exchanges among
individuals and enhances cooperation and therefore lowers transaction costs
(Coleman 1990, Putnam 1993, Fukuyama, 1995, 2002).
Because in paper 2, we will start the exploration for social sustainability
principles in relation to trust and then cross-check against the other essential
aspects, we elaborate a bit more on trust below.
Defining Trust : Meijboom (2008, 91) defines trust as an
“attitude towards (collective) humans that enables an agent to
cope with situations of uncertainty and lack of control, by
formulating a positive expectation towards another agent,
based on the assessment of the trustworthiness of the trusted
agent”. He adds (ibid, 28) that “trust includes a sincere belief
about the trustworthiness of the trusted agent that is informed
by the available evidence. However, trust is more than
cognitive, more than a mental conviction based on the
available evidence. It further includes an emotional
component”.
For Lewis and Weigert (1985) trust is characterized by a “cognitive ‘leap’
beyond the expectations that reason and experience alone would warrant – they
simply serve as the platform from which the leap is made” (971).18 Mayer et al.
(1995) incorporate the emotional component by adding a vulnerability
component defining trust as the willingness of a trustor to be vulnerable to the
actions of a trustee based on the expectation that the trustee will perform a
particular action. They argue that “making oneself vulnerable is taking risk.
18

For support on the emotional component also see (Jones 1996; Lahno, 2001). It is
important to emphasize that there are quite strong proponents of trust being a cognitive
element only, with co-operation and risk-taking used as synonyms (Hardin 1996, 2002,
2006; also see Colquitt et al. 2007 for an overview). In response to this, Meijboom
(2008, 8) writes: “Risk calculation and trusting are two complementary, yet different
mechanisms to deal with uncertainty. A risk approach aims to clarify the uncertain
aspects of the situation in which one has to rely on another agent. In this context the aim
is to translate the problem of known uncertainty into one of risk. Consequently, one can
make a personal assessment and does not need to trust another. The ultimate aim is to
prevent that trust is necessary and, if this appears to be beyond reach, to enable the
individual confronted with uncertainty to calculate whether it is worthwhile taking the
risk given one’s own interests and preferences. A trust approach to uncertainty, on the
other hand, starts where a risk focus ends. It focuses on those situations that remain
uncertain even after the uncertain aspects have turned in to risk”.
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Trust is not taking risk per se, but rather it is a willingness to take risk” (Mayer
et al. 1995, 712). Thus, trust is here defined as an attitude that enables an agent
to cope with situations of uncertainty and lack of control, by making themselves
vulnerable based on positive expectations towards another agent, derived from
the assessment of the trustworthiness of the trusted agent. Bews and Martins
(2002, 14) describe trust as a dynamic phenomenon that unfolds over two stages.
The first stage depends on ‘pre-trust’ conditions; the second depends on the
perception of trustworthiness of the person to be trusted. This second part
continues throughout the length of the relationship, while the first is of shorter
duration. Pre-trust conditions include contextual factors, perceived risk and the
propensity to trust.
We will return to the importance of these insights and specifically the thoughts
around trustworthiness in paper 2 when describing a zero-hypothesis for
principles for social sustainability.
4.2.5.

Common meaning (Social Capital)

Another thing that sets human social systems apart from many other systems is
that humans are also a meaning-making and meaning-seeking species (e.g., see
Bruner 1990 cited in Tronick 2008, Cacioppo et al 2005, Marsen 2008, Park
2011; for a review of the literature on meaning see Park 2010). In fact, this
seems to be hard-wired into our brains (Baumeister and Vohs 2005). Klinger
(1998, 33 as cited in Bellin 2009, 16) states, “the human brain cannot sustain
purposeless living. It was not designed for that. Its systems are designed for
purposive actions, and when blocked, they deteriorate, and the emotional
feedback from idling those systems signals extreme discomfort and motivates the
search for renewed purpose and hence meaning.” This idea that humans are
constantly looking for meaning and purpose is a concept in several disciplines,
such as sociology, anthropology, and other social sciences (Kurzman 2008).19
Giddens (1984), e.g., speaks of structures of signification, the interpretations or
meanings that individuals use to make sense of their experience, as an important
element of the social system. Frankl (e.g., 1962, 1986), based on his experience
in a concentration camp, made meaning famous in his psychological theory and
practice of logotherapy.
In relation to social capital in complex adaptive social systems Scheffer et al.
(2001, 229) state that “It is important not to neglect, however, the role of
common culture and meaning in the creation of social capital, both horizontal
and vertical. Particularly in the absence of a long history of reciprocity and the
19

The idea is also the basis of the constructivism theory in pedagogy (e.g. Bellin 2009)
and the psychology of development and learning in children (e.g., Kagan 1981, Wells
2009).
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trust that engenders, stakeholders will often make the decision to enter into the
initial reciprocities on the basis of their belief that they share representations,
interpretations, and systems of meaning with the other party or parties
(Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998).”
This is also supported by studies in management, where it has been well
documented that, in order to exist and strive, social systems (in this case
companies) need a clear purpose (e.g., Collins and Porras 2002). Already Ackoff
and Emery (2005) in earlier attempts to look at social systems from a systems
perspective, asserted that social systems are indeed purposeful systems.
In summary, we have found five aspects of the social system that are essential
from a sustainability point of view. In paper 2 we will explore by what
overriding mechanisms these essential aspects can be degraded.
5. Discussion
5.1. Reflections on a Complex Systems Approach
A systems approach to (social) sustainability seems appropriate, based on the
mere fact that the social system can indeed be considered a system or exhibit
system-like behavior (Castellani and Hafferty 2010). In addition, the aim of
understanding the system is to plan for its sustainability. In this context, Hjorth
and Bagheri (2006) support a systems approach. They claim (2006, 79) that “to
do a good planning it is essential to find a way to formulate reality as a system
rather than as a set of independent problems. A system is recognized by the
integrity and interaction of its components. To improve a system it is no use
improving each part separately, rather the whole [and the relationships] should
be looked at”.
For many, systems thinking in the social sciences remains to be connected to the
strand of functionalist thinking in sociology (Hanneman 1988, 29; Jackson
1985). This then, in turn, is connected to the maintenance of order and more
conservative political strands. We have already addressed this above, but are
aware that the connection and criticism remain in the minds of many.
Many argue that sustainability is a ‘wicked’ problem - a problem that is
complex, where uncertainty is high, where there is debate over values and where
solutions are not obvious (Rittel and Webber 1973, Funtowicz and Ravetz 1993)
and that therefore a systems approach which includes participatory elements and
deliberations about values (e.g. soft systems approaches) may be appropriate.
We think this is compatible with our approach and will return to this particular
perspective in the introduction to paper 2.
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In the end, the newer insights regarding a social complex systems approach
(presented in 4.1.1) together with the kind of systems approach the FSSD
utilizes, allowed these criticisms to be addressed and overcome. This
strengthened the argument that a social complex systems approach is indeed an
appropriate path.
5.2. Reflections on a Trans-disciplinary Approach
Complexity science is a transdisciplinary endeavor (Capra 1997 as cited in
Walby 2003, 6) in itself. It also makes sense to base a comprehensive
understanding of the social system on a trans-disciplinary approach because
(social) life does not occur in disciplines. The most comprehensive
understanding therefore comes from combining different approaches and seeing
multiple perspectives at the same time. However, trying to take in multiple
perspectives also brings very practical challenges; the most basic one being, that
one person cannot read everything and understand every thought there has ever
been about the social system and sustainability. This research covered a lot of
breadth: the field of social sustainability as it is currently being discussed in the
literature; the history and philosophy of social sciences; complex adaptive
systems and social complexity; social capital and trust; human needs and more.
And yet, not everything has been covered. In addition, breadth is on the expense
of depth when there is a given time-frame. This is acknowledged as a challenge
and a limitation to this research at this point. While support from various fields
also strengthens the research and adds to its validity, more work will need to go
into understanding more of the subtleties of many of the approaches.
5.3. Validity
A final note on validity. While parts of the theory have been supported in other
research fields such as the field of complex adaptive management, the
combination of the different parts has not. Thus, there are numerous ways in
which it might be wrong. However, we are not aiming for an explanatory theory,
but rather a framework theory that can guide thinking about concrete planning
towards sustainability based on the best available science. An attempt to validate
the theory through empirical testing in businesses, municipalities and other
organizations will be undertaken in the next phase of the research. This might
lead to adjustments of the theory. As Gordon (1991, 110) points out “a good
model can be expanded to include additional factors when their relevance is
suspected”. Therefore, the model of social sustainability proposed here is a
starting point, expandable and condensable if necessary. Future steps necessary
for this research will be elaborated in paper 2.
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6. Conclusion
Based on the above results and discussion, we conclude that the following
aspects of a social system are essential to sustain (cannot be systematically
degraded) from a sustainability point of view: trust, common meaning, diversity,
capacity for learning and capacity for self-organization. Trust seems to be
generally acknowledged to be the overriding element of a vital and functional
social system, its “glue”. A sense of common meaning is also stated by several
authors as an important part of the social capital and something that helps
keeping a group or society together. Diversity is acknowledged as essential for
resilience; in the human social system we suggest this can be interpreted as
diversity of personalities, ages, gender, skills, etc. Capacity for learning and selforganization are also motivated from a resilience point of view by several
authors.
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A Strategic Approach to Social Sustainability - Part 2:
A Principle-based Definition
Merlina Missimer
Karl-Henrik Robèrt
Göran Broman
Abstract
In paper 1 of this two-part series, the social system was explored, identifying
essential aspects for social sustainability. The aim of this paper is to identify and
present overriding mechanisms by which these aspects of the social system can
be degraded, thereby finding exclusion criteria for re-design for sustainability.
Literature studies, conceptual modelling sessions and initial testing with partners
in academia, business and NGOs were performed. The whole work was
structured and guided by the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development.
Based on the understanding of the essential aspects of the social system and the
identified overriding mechanisms of degradation of these, a hypothesis for a
definition of social sustainability by basic principles is presented. The proposed
principles are that in a socially sustainable society, people are not subject to
structural obstacles to: (1) health, (2) influence, (3) competence, (4) impartiality
and (5) meaning-making.
Overall, the two papers contribute with a hypothesis for a definition of social
sustainability, which is general enough to be applied irrespective of spatial and
temporal constraints, but concrete enough to guide decision-making and
monitoring. This is a contribution to systems science in the sustainability field
and it is a step towards creating an enhanced support for strategic planning and
innovation for sustainability. Further testing and refinement of this theoretical
foundation, and bringing it into practical use, will be the subject of the continued
studies.

Keywords: strategic sustainable development, social sustainability, social
system, systems thinking, sustainability principles.
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1. Introduction
Paper 1 of this two-part series concluded that a clearer definition of social
sustainability than currently exists is needed and that the following aspects of the
social system are essential to sustain (cannot be systematically degraded) from a
social sustainability point of view: trust, common meaning, diversity, capacity
for learning and capacity for self-organization. The aim of this paper is to
identify and present overriding mechanisms by which these aspects of the social
system can be degraded, and to formulate operational sustainability principles as
exclusion criteria for redesign of society towards social sustainability.
1.1

Point of Departure

It should be pointed out that the whole process of attempting an operational
definition of sustainability starts out from a normative stance (a value
statement). The Brundtland definition of sustainability is here taken as a basis
for such a point of departure (World Commission On Environment And
Development 1987). We say that we want (for humanity) “… development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs.” Wanting this to happen cannot be derived
from scientific knowledge or proven right or wrong by scientific methods. That
this is at all desirable is a normative stance that each person needs to decide for
himself/herself to embrace or not.
We know that there will never be a society where all people have all their needs
completely fulfilled all the time. That is utopia. But we can have it as a want, an
ideal state that should not be deviated from more and more. A systematically
increasing deviation from this unreachable state is unsustainable development. If
such a systematically increasing deviation comes out as an unavoidable result of
the basic design and operation of society, we have an unsustainable basic design
and mode of operation of society.
Most people sign on to this normative stance. Once accepted, scientific
knowledge and scientific methods can be used to draw conclusions: if this is
what we want, on what conditions can it be achieved?” What are the essential
aspects of the ecological and social systems that need to be sustained in order to
not systematically undermine the capacity of people to meet their needs, now
and in the future, and what are the overriding mechanisms by which these
essential aspects can be degraded?
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1.2

Is a Single Definition Appropriate?

A common argument as regards social sustainability is that vagueness and a
pluralism of definitions are appropriate and preferable over a single definition,
because of the complexity of the topic (McKenzie 2005, Kunz 2006, Dempsey et
al. 2011, Boström 2012). Proponents of this stance (e.g., Lehtonen 2004, 211)
argue that “different geographical and temporal scales as well as situational
contexts require their own frameworks, which do not necessarily provide a
coherent picture, but a mosaic of partly contradicting views of reality”. They
propose that sustainability can only be defined in a local context through
participatory processes, with engagement from all stakeholders (Davidson 2009,
Dempsey et al. 2011). McKenzie (2004, 16-17) argues:
“Definitions broad enough to encompass all factors in all
situations tend to be too broad for use in specific situations.
Moreover, as definitions and indicator sets are often developed
through consultation with community members as a first phase in
research programs, they vary according to the needs and
interests of the community in which they are developed. To
approach a community with a pre-existing definition and
indicator set may disrupt the community’s sense of ownership of
the research being undertaken.”
The arguments can be challenged on several grounds. Jacobs (1999) criticism
that vagueness allows unsustainable action to be couched and presented as
sustainable has already been noted in paper 1. Another challenge comes up with
context-specific definitions. Acknowledging that in many ways humanity has
become a global network, and if actions in one area of the world can have large
effects in areas far away from the location of action, are many context-dependent
definitions created by smaller communities enough to ensure that we are not
creating a larger sustainability problem somewhere else?
Furthermore, similar arguments were used to discourage attempts to find a
definition of ecological sustainability to support structuring of analyses and
planning. Counter to these arguments, the existing definition of ecological
sustainability has shown to be operational at any scale within a framework for
strategic sustainable development (FSSD), irrespective of the specifics of
activities in different organizations and regions. (see, e.g., Robèrt et al., 2002
and Robèrt et al., 2013).
The sustainability principles of the FSSD are designed to be generally applicable
and at the same time concrete enough to guide analyses, planning, innovation
and selection, design and a coordinated use of supplementary concepts, methods
and tools. The approach to define success in a complex system in this way, i.e.,
by basic principles or ‘boundary conditions for redesign’, effectively addresses
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also the conservative bias that is sometimes leveled at the social sustainability
field (e.g Marcuse 1998). As the state of sustainability is defined by principles
rather than the specifics of a scenario, it is not in fact a conservative state to
maintain a certain configuration; nor does it exclude a participatory approach to
defining what an organization or a community wants together (although as noted
in paper 1 this is where the wickedness lies). Well thought-through boundary
conditions, applied in a participatory manner, allow and encourage groups,
organizations and communities to create visions together and cooperate in nonprescriptive manners to work towards the visions. As long as visions (maybe
described as scenarios) remain within principled sustainability boundaries, a
participatory approach is possible and can be very useful. In fact, processes to
co-create visions within boundary conditions, and to plan ahead towards such
visions, should also contain an openness to develop and sharpen the boundary
conditions through these real-life learning experiences. The principles we
present in this paper are the result of several years of theoretical modelling
amongst scientists, followed by application and planning in business and
municipalities/cities, followed by a new round of scientific evaluation and
modification of principles, and so on.
Others, (e.g. Partridge 2005, 4) also advocate against context-specific
definitions:
“It is not necessarily useful to only think of sustainability as
context-dependent. While it is useful to apply the idea to a
particular object (like forestry, fishing or human wellbeing for
example), I want to suggest that the real potential of
sustainability as an idea is as an integrating framework – a
means for considering the relationships between different
dimensions, rather than just assessing the sustainability or
otherwise of a single element.”
Hodge and Hardi (1997, 10) add that “developing and using a clear conceptual
framework for guiding the assessment process is very important. With a
conceptual framework in place, indicators emerge more naturally, and can be
adjusted to the needs of a given locale or set of decision makers.”
Finally, the fact that a complex goal in a complex system may be difficult to
derive, e.g., defining sustainability in the social system, is not a satisfactory
rational for not trying. Even a failure in this regard, ought to be accompanied by
some learning. It is based on these arguments that we set out to derive a set of
social sustainability principles.
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2. Methods
For a presentation of the under-laying methodology and approach to this work
(the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development; FSSD), please refer to
paper 1.
The main method employed was literature studies in the systems- and social
sciences. The FSSD was used to structure the review and analysis. The approach
of this research is guided by the idea to allow the systems perspective on
planning to evolve from a dynamic and iterative dialogue between two levels of
the FSSD – the system level, which describes the system of study, and the
success level, which describes the goal or purpose in the system. This was
achieved through conceptual modelling sessions by the authors in collaboration
with other researchers as well as with practitioners in real-life testing.
It is hard to represent this process in a linear fashion. Still, paper 1 describes the
system aspects that have been identified as essential in this iterative dialogue.
This paper will lay out the overriding mechanisms for degradation of these
aspects (formulated, by negation, as sustainability principles) that were derived
therefrom in the conceptual modelling sessions (supported by the literature
studies) and through initial testing performed over several years by the authors
in cooperation with partners in academia, business, municipalities and NGOs.
In paper 1, trust came out as a particularly important aspect of robust social
systems, discussed amongst researchers from social, economics and political
sciences. In our study, we started with searching for overriding mechanisms by
which these essential aspects of the social system can be degraded. This leads to
a set of candidate degradation mechanisms. We then test if the degradation
mechanisms found this way are all relevant and to what extent the set of
mechanisms might be relevant also as regards degradation of the other essential
aspects of the social system identified in paper 1. During the modelling sessions,
we applied the criteria for robust boundary conditions stated in paper 1, i.e.,
necessary, sufficient, general, concrete and distinct.

3. Results
First, it is important to note that many other terms that are often used in
conjunction with attempts to define social sustainability were assessed using all
five levels of the FSSD lens, not only its second level. Thus, terms such as
“Empathy” (a constitutional element of human’s mental make-up, i.e.,
something that belongs to first FSSD level) and “Golden rule” (an “acid-test” if
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a behavior to other people would really serve, i.e., something belonging to the
third FSSD level) were tested. Also “Transparency”, “Accountability”, and
“Honesty” were tested and found to belong to the third FSSD level. We also
tested the principles by thought-experiments of actions, bringing the fourth level
of the FSSD into play, and we reflected on possible ways of indicating and
monitoring actions towards compliance with the principles, which belong to the
fifth level of the FSSD. This type of modelling furthered the confidence that the
chosen methodology has merits and helps to create clarity and is likely to
support operationalization of social sustainability.
As pointed out, describing an iterative process in a linear fashion of a paper can
be challenging. Due to this, it is sometimes necessary to also discuss the
reasoning for a particular result here in the results section.
3.1.

Principles for Social Sustainability derived from Trust
3.1.1.

Trust Necessitates Trustworthiness

Returning to trust as an essential aspect of the social system, the fabric that
makes society function as a system, one quickly moves towards trustworthiness,
if one is interested in how to create, or avoid destroying, trust. As trust has a
strong emotional component and involves a cognitive leap it is not something
that can be controlled or forced, but must rather be invited and earned.
Meijboom et al. (2006) discuss this in relation to consumer trust:
“You cannot make others trust you. This, however, does not
imply that [….] trust is an unmanageable problem. It shows that
we had better approach the issue from the question of why a
consumer would trust someone else. If we do so, we notice that
trust raises the question whether the other person is worth being
trusted. This emphasizes that lack of trust is a problem of the one
who wants to be trusted rather than of the trustor (432).”
Many authors agree with this statement and claim that the essential factor in
creating trust is actually trustworthiness (Mayer et al. 1995, Hardin 1996,
Tullberg 2008).
3.1.2.

Components of Trustworthiness

According to Mayer et al. (1995), trustworthiness is made up of three
components:
Ability/Competence: Ability is the group of skills, competencies, and
characteristics that enable a party to have influence within some specific
domain.
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Motivation of Benevolence: A Motivation of Benevolence is the extent to
which a trustee is believed to want to do good to the trustor.
Integrity: Integrity is the consistency in the other party in adhering to espoused
values and the acceptability of these values (Mayer and Norman 2004).
These three components have since been validated empirically (e.g., Schoorman
et al. 1996, Engelbrecht and Cloete 2000, Bews and Martin 2002, Mayer and
Gavin 2005, Colquitt et al. 2007,) and adopted in subsequent models (McKnight
et al. 1998; also see Colquitt et al. 2007). Finally, they have been found to be the
most recurrent factors in trustworthiness studies (Roy and Shekhar 2010).
3.1.3.

Trusting Teams - Fundamental Interpersonal Relations
Orientation

Another theory of inter-personal trust is the Fundamental Interpersonal Relations
Orientation (FIRO) (Schutz 1958, 1992, 1994), which has a long track-record of
being practically used in high-performance teams, e.g., squad teams in the army
and alike. According to FIRO, three dimensions of reciprocal interpersonal
relations are necessary and sufficient to explain well-functioning teams based on
trust, namely if each group member feels that he/she is…
1. Being Significant … opposed to feeling unimportant, meaningless, and
of no value.
2. Being Competent… opposed to feeling inept and unable to cope.
3. Being Liked…opposed to feeling unappreciated.
…the level of trust is high and the group functions well in tough situations.
3.1.4.

Creating Trust through Trustworthy Institutions

The above components of trust and trustworthiness are discussed in connection
to inter-personal trust. Rothstein (2005) as well as Wollebaek and Selle (2008)
believe that, at a societal level, institutional trust is by far the most important
predictor of social (generalized) trust. Rothstein (2005) argues that because
institutions design the rules and incentives, which govern behaviour at the
individual level, it is the institutional design that is the leverage point for
fostering trust or mistrust within a society. He argues that specifically (i)
effective and (ii) impartial governmental institutions that implement public
policy lead to trust-generation in citizens.
He describes the psychological mechanism as follows:
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•

Citizens will see that most people in a society with corrupt officials must
take part in corruption in order to obtain what they feel their rightful
due. They will therefore conclude that most other people cannot be
trusted either.

•

In order to act in such a society, citizens must, even though they may
consider it morally wrong1, also begin to take part in corruption. They
will therefore conclude that since they cannot themselves be trusted,
other people cannot generally be trusted either.

The reverse applies as well. Therefore, if public officials can be trusted, then it
infers that most other people can also be trusted.
The role of public institutions is so important because they are responsible for
the governance of the entire system and they are key in creating social norms
around interaction. Rothstein and Stolle (2008, 444) explain that “states, for
example, enable the establishment of reliable contracts between citizens in that
they provide information and monitor legislation about contracts, and enforce
rights and rules that sanction lawbreakers, protect minorities and actively
support the integration and participation of citizens”. Institutions fall as key
actors at level 1 of the FSSD. However, their behavior can support or not
support compliance with the sustainability principles at level 2.
Having explored trust and trustworthiness at various scales of social systems, the
next section moves on to attempt a first set of social sustainability principles.
3.1.5.

Deriving Principles

One of the criteria for the principles is being ‘general’ (to be applicable in any
arena, at any scale, by any member in a team and all stakeholders, regardless of
field of expertise, to allow for cross-disciplinary and cross-sector collaboration).
Both FIRO and Mayer et al.´s components for trusting groups and
trustworthiness presented above, operate at an interpersonal, not a global, social
level. We therefore need to extrapolate these dimensions to a higher level
without the essence being lost. This will be the first step.
For FIRO, one can note that an individual cannot expect to be seen as
‘significant’, ‘competent’ and ‘liked’ in person by people who do not know or
do not know anything about the individual. Still, we can have a general feeling
of likeability for other people, and the concrete expression of that would be to
respect the right of each individual to uphold health, i.e., to avoid injury and
illness (physically, mentally and emotionally) in the short and long term.

1

Rothstein claims that they in fact also dislike taking part in it.
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Being ‘significant’ is also a doubtful expression in the larger social context; you
cannot say about people you do not know or know nothing about that they are
significant. But you can claim their right in this context. The best translation to
the larger social system might then be influence, which is a more generic term
regardless of scale of the social system.
The term competence seems to be applicable to both the smaller and the larger
system and therefore does not need to be changed.
A similar abstraction can be done for Meyer et al.´s principles. While
competence can remain, ‘benevolence’ might be hard to assess at a scale larger
than social systems where people know each other. Benevolence at a higher
level, similarly to ‘being liked’, might be expressed as respecting the right of
each individual to uphold health.
‘Integrity’ in the Meyer et al. meaning (consistency based on espoused and
acceptable values) sticks out a bit. For one, the aspect of consistency falls at the
strategic guidelines level of the FSSD. However, the aspect of acceptable values
remains. We will return to this below.
Trustworthy institutions as a mechanism to create trusting social systems are
described as effective (meaning competent at achieving their goals) and
impartial. This mirrors the aspect of competence mentioned before and adds the
aspect of impartiality.
This is also supported by research around equality and trust. Wilkinson and
Pickett (2009) show that trust is higher in more equal societies2. Although
equality and impartiality are not equivalent, this supports the importance of
impartiality as a design principle as partiality is a way to create high levels of
inequality.
In summary, the reasoning on trust has prepared us to formulate a first
hypothesis for a definition of social sustainability:
In a socially sustainable society, people are not subject to structural
obstacles to …
SSP 1. …health.
(This means that people are not exposed to social conditions
that systematically undermine their possibilities to avoid
injury and illness; physically, mentally or emotionally, e.g.
dangerous working conditions or insufficient wages.)
2

Measured by income equality.
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SSP 2. …influence.
(This means that people are not systematically hindered from
participating in shaping the social systems they are part of,
e.g. by suppression of free speech or neglect of opinions.)
SSP 3. …competence.
(This means that people are not systematically hindered from
learning and developing competence individually and
together, e.g. by obstacles for education or insufficient
possibilities for personal development.)
SSP 4. …impartiality.
(This means that people are not systematically exposed to
partial treatment, e.g. by discrimination or unfair selection to
job positions.)
By structural obstacles we mean social constructions - political, economic and
cultural - which are firmly established in society, upheld by those with power
and, due to a variety of dependencies, difficult or impossible to overcome or
avoid by the people exposed to them.
3.2. Principles for Social Sustainability derived from the Other
Essential Aspects
Paper 1 also identified common meaning, diversity, capacity for learning and
capacity for self-organization as essential aspects to sustain in the social system.
The question is now whether the above-proposed principles are sufficient also as
regards these aspects.
3.2.1.

Common Meaning

As pointed out in paper 1, humans are a meaning-making species and therefore
by default create a sense of meaning. A sense of meaning is strongly linked to
the individual’s mental and emotional health (Klinger 1998) and structural
obstacles acting to suppress meaning-making, could therefore be understood
through the mechanism of not respecting the individual’s right to uphold health.
However, basic principles, designed as boundary conditions for redesign, should
address primary and not indirect effects. If structural obstacles are primarily
perceived as being in the way of meaning-making this needs to be addressed in
its own right.

140

Paper C

From the point of view of social capital and keeping a society together, common
meaning was also an essential aspect identified in paper 1. The importance of
common meaning is also supported by the aspect of integrity mentioned by
Mayer et al., i.e., consistency based on espoused and acceptable values. It is
defined as standards of behavior, and rings very close to a common meaning in
the sense of having decided together what is important in a group of people or
society at large.
The importance of common meaning expressed as purpose is not the least
evident when looking at sub-systems. In a complex system with independent
agents, these agents have many choices regarding what sub-system to affiliate
with. A reason for existence may be serving a particular function, serving a
function particularly well or having some other attribute that attracts people.
What motivates people to be part of a specific sub-system? As Vallance et al.
2011 (345), e.g., point out in relation to cities “a sustainable city is one that
people actually want to live in”. If they can see no reason to live there, they will
move somewhere else. This echoes the argument for a strong purpose in
organizations in order to ensure their survival (e.g., Collins and Porras 2002).
Therefore another social sustainability principle is added to the list.
In a socially sustainable society, people are not subject to structural
obstacles to …
SSP 5. …meaning-making.
(This means that people are not systematically hindered from creating
individual meaning and co-creating common meaning, e.g. by suppression
of cultural expression or obstacles to co-creation of purposeful conditions.)
3.2.2.

Diversity

Diversity is mentioned in the literature as an aspect of resilience. In a social
system, we are interested in diversity as regards characteristics such as gender,
age, personality, skills, etc. It is diversity in this regard that “provides a mix of
components whose history and accumulated experience help cope with change,
and facilitates redevelopment and innovation following disturbance and
crisis”(Folke et al. 2002, 19).
So, would this kind of diversity be assured through the above-mentioned social
sustainability principles? We believe so. If people are not systematically
hindered from upholding health; physically, mentally or emotionally, individuals
with different characteristics remain. If people in general are not systematically
hindered from influencing the social systems they are part of and from
developing the competence they like, and if they are not systematically exposed
to partial treatment, all the differences have opportunity to show up at the system
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level. It does not seem that another sustainability principle needs to be added to
ensure diversity in the system.
3.2.3.

Capacity for Learning

Learning is also mentioned as an aspect of resilience, which enables flexibility
and development. This aspect seems to be covered by the principle around
competence as learning comes through the individuals into the system. In
addition, continued competence development includes the ability to learn and
remain competent even as the environment changes.
Even though learning is a natural individual trait, the organizational learning
literature comes to the conclusion that organizational or communal learning does
not come naturally to us. To learn as a system we need to learn together.
Lageroos (2004, 321) in this same vain comments, that
“learning can be stifled and the traditional patterns of an
advanced social system often do just that. As systems age, they
tended to solidify protocols that once worked, but may no longer
work because the environment has changed or because the
protocol has become corrupted over time without anyone
noticing. Yet, the people who achieved power by the old system
naturally tend to believe in it. Hunting societies, for example,
tend to name the best hunter as leader. However, as the group
grows bigger and more skillful in hunting, the available prey
declines. Leaders who are the best hunters naturally seek bigger
and better ways to hunt— which leads to even less prey. Anyone
who suggests settling down to grow food (agriculture) is
considered crazy because everyone knows that the way to get
food is to hunt“.
However, the above social sustainability principles can address these issues. The
principle around influence allows individual learning to transfer to the system
level and the principle around impartiality ensures that everyone´s ideas in the
learning process are valued in an impartial way. The principle around meaningmaking ensures that there is no systematic hindrance to the process making
sense of the world together and in the process learn from it. Overall, this should
ensure that learning can emerge at the system level.
3.2.4. Capacity for Self-organization
The last essential aspect of the social system, coming from the resilience
literature, was that of self-organization – the ability of the system to organize
itself without a pre-determined intent and structure. In a social system this would
refer to individuals being able to organize themselves into different structures to
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address a certain goal. All living systems are naturally self-organizing in their
healthy form. This implies that as long as the above social sustainability
principles are complied with, particularly no structural obstacles to health, there
should be no reason why groups of people would not be able to do so.
This concludes the investigation for upstream mechanisms of destruction of the
essential aspects of the social system identified in paper 1.
3.3.

A zero Hypothesis for Social Sustainability Principles

Based on our work above, we arrive at a list of 5 social sustainability principles.
Further work on specific wording may be required, but the above presents a first
set of results.
In a socially sustainable society, people are not subject to structural
obstacles to …
SSP 1. …health.
(This means that people are not exposed to social conditions
that systematically undermine their possibilities to avoid
injury and illness; physically, mentally or emotionally, e.g.
dangerous working conditions or insufficient wages.)
SSP 2. …influence.
(This means that people are not systematically hindered from
participating in shaping the social systems they are part of,
e.g. by suppression of free speech or neglect of opinions.)
SSP 3. …competence.
(This means that people are not systematically hindered from
learning and developing competence individually and
together, e.g. by obstacles for education or insufficient
possibilities for personal development.)
SSP 4. …impartiality.
(This means that people are not systematically exposed to
partial treatment, e.g. by discrimination or unfair selection to
job positions.)
SSP 5. …meaning-making.
(This means that people are not systematically hindered from creating
individual meaning and co-creating common meaning, e.g. by
suppression of cultural expression or obstacles to co-creation of
purposeful conditions.)
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Again, the term structural obstacles refers to social constructions — political,
economic and cultural — which are firmly established in society, upheld by those
with power and, due to a variety of dependencies, difficult or impossible to
overcome or avoid by the people exposed to them.

4. Discussion
The research set out to derive useful social sustainability principles, which
reflect the boundary conditions of a functional social system. The end result was
a first hypothesis of five social sustainability principles. This section focuses on
discussion and insights as regards the original aim and the FSSD approach and is
a complement to the discussion in paper 1 of this two-part series.
4.1.

Characteristics of the Principles

To be useful for analysis, planning and re-design for sustainability the principles
should have the following characteristics (Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006):
Science-based, i.e., compliant with relevant scientific knowledge available
to date.
• Necessary for sustainability, to avoid imposing unnecessary requirements
and to avoid confusion over elements that may be debatable.
• Sufficient for sustainability, to avoid gaps in the thinking. The principles
taken together should cover all relevant aspects.
• General, to be applicable in any arena, at any scale, by any member in a
team and all stakeholders, regardless of field of expertise, to allow for crossdisciplinary and cross-sector collaboration.
• Concrete, to guide problem solving and innovation.
• Distinct, to facilitate comprehension and monitoring.
An assessment against these characteristics reveals the following:
•

The research has built a logical argument for why these principles are necessary.
Furthermore, having pursued extensive literature studies, we have at this point
not been able to find any aspects related to social sustainability that could not be
sub-ordered the five principles, or fit elsewhere in the five level FSSD structure
(such as empathy, golden rule, transparency, etc). This implies that the current
principles are sufficient. However, the FSSD has always and will always be
subject to continuous development, so future modelling and action research may
call for amendments. This has also been the case for the ecological principles as
the current wording of the three ecological principles has evolved over time to
be more and more precise and helpful for re-design.
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Furthermore, we want to re-state an essential element of this discussion:
boundary conditions are designed to address problems and solutions at a high
enough system level to be generic, while still being operational. As such they
should be inclusive to cover all things that are relevant to discuss, so as to not
forget essential aspects. But they should not contain such aspects, so as to not
become prescriptive and undermine innovation in the contextually different
environments of organizations and regions. So, the principles are designed to be
general in that they are applicable to any group, organization or community and
yet concrete enough to guide planning, innovation, action, and monitoring,
selection and use of supplementary concepts, methods and tools. Preliminary
results of action research with various practitioners support this conclusion. This
will be further explored in forthcoming action research studies.
They are also distinct in the sense that all aspects of one are not also covered by
another. There might be subtleare overlaps in the sense that some aspects of one
are also covered by another but we argue this is at this stage a smaller problem
than insufficiency, i.e., missing essential principles. This will, again, be returned
to in future work.
4.2.

Validity

The validity of the results is supported by the trans-disciplinary research
approach and the many theories and findings in different fields that point to
similar results. A theory is usually tested empirically for validation. Testing for
validation is, however, harder for more abstract higher-level social theories and
in dynamic systems. Blessing and Chakrabarti (2009) discuss the limitations of
validating research that is based on creating something new and then testing it
(often referred to as design (science) research) as it is often difficult to establish
whether the desired effect was created by the specific intervention or another unaccounted for aspect. In addition, “the context in which the development process
takes place changes, irrespective of the introduction of design support: people
learn, markets change, organisations evolve, new technologies emerge, new
knowledge becomes available and new regulations are put in place” (ibid,
183)”.
In that sense, we will validate whether the proposed principles are applicable,
understandable, relevant and helpful to people working in the field and help
them to identify gaps to improve on the robustness of the social systems of
which they are part.
The limitations in determining validity act as an encouragement to be as
objective, accurate, clean and transparent as possible, so that others may find
holes in the logic and update the theory. As Gordon (1991, 110) states, “A good
model can be expanded to include additional factors when their relevance is
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suspected.” This research aims for a good model that can be expanded or
condensed as motivated by evidence from its use.
4.3.

Future Work

The papers presented here are part of a multi-year research project. The results
will need to be refined and improved over decades to come (just like the
ecological principles have been).
Next steps include elaborating the candidate set of principles further, i.e.,
test/adjust/supplement/refine them (iteratively) and, show their usefulness in
relation to some specific cases, through a close cooperation with partners in
academia, business and municipalities. Further, it will be investigated whether
such a more elaborated and refined definition of social sustainability can be
integrated with existing support methods and tools for strategic sustainable
development, product-service innovation, energy system development, regional
development, etc.
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Abstract
Arguably, sustainability is the most complex challenge humanity has faced to
date. Not only are the impacts of our behavior resulting in more and more sever
repercussions, but we are also realizing that the causes of unsustainability are
deeply embedded in the design of many of the systems we rely on. This means,
of course, also, that solutions to the problem cannot be one-off ideas, but that
strategic and systematic transformation of many of our systems is needed.
Because of the necessity of the re-design of our economic and other man-made
systems, it has been suggested that sustainability science should be considered a
“science of design” (Miller 2011). Perhaps it can be considered one of the most
“wicked” cases of design, as it needs to aim both for significant impact and a
participatory approach to solve the challenge.
One framework that approaches the sustainability challenge from a design
angle is the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD).
Specifically, it is based on the idea of strategically and step-wise designing
sustainability out of the systems we currently rely on. The FSSD is a transdisciplinary framework built on insights from systems thinking and has been
continuously developed for the last two decades. Its core is built on backcasting
from principles of re-design for sustainability, which allows for wide-spread
agreement on what sustainability means and allows for creativity within these
constraints, so that each group or organization can create their own path towards
sustainability within these constraints. The FSSD has been used in
organizations all over the world to create real transformation towards
sustainability.
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A particular recent development focus has been the social dimension of
sustainability. Following the idea of sustainability as a design science, the
development was based on a design research methodology (e.g. Blessing and
Chakrabarti 2009), which included a suggested new ‘prototype’ for the
approach to social sustainability within the FSSD. Based on a systems approach
to the social system, five new principles of social sustainability have been
proposed (Missimer 2013, Missimer et al. 2013a, 2013b). This paper aims to
contribute to the evaluation stage of the prototype and presents preliminary
results of an evaluation based on field-work with the new social sustainability
principles. Overall, a clearer definition of social sustainability is not just for
theoretical purposes, but because without a clear theoretical concept, it is hard to
strategically work towards social sustainability in practice.
The data for evaluation comes from workshops that were run with sustainability
professionals (also called practitioners) who use the FSSD in their work. In
three workshops, the authors, as well as groups of sustainability professionals,
used the new social sustainability principles to assess projects on their
contribution to social sustainability. The workshops were followed by reflections
by and interviews with the professionals assessing the usability of the new
principles.
Preliminary results indicate that it is indeed possible to use the newly proposed
social sustainability principles in the manner intended and that the approach
yields results that are valuable to the professional and the potential clients of
these professionals. Integration with existing tools commonly used by the
practitioners was possible, although further refinement of the designed tool
prototypes will be needed.
Practitioners reflected that the earlier approach to social sustainability lacked in
clarity and the ability to structure other tools and concepts in the field. They
reported that most practitioners designed their own way of working with social
sustainability, which lead to confusion and undermined a common approach.
They appreciated the more thorough and scientific approach to the social
aspects presented in the new approach, which allowed for a common language
and a more thorough assessment of contributions to un-sustainability. The
practitioners also reported new insights regarding the use and connection to
other tools and concepts in the field of social sustainability.
However, challenges were expressed as regards the somewhat more difficult
nature of the science behind the new approach and how this impacted the ease of
working with the framework for practitioners. The paper ends with some
reflections by the authors. In further research this preliminary evaluation will be
expanded and built upon to facilitate continuous improvement and applicability
of the FSSD.
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Introduction
The Sustainability challenge
The impacts of our unsustainable behavior have by now been extensively
documented (e.g. Steffen et al. 2004, Millenium Ecosystem Assessment 2005,
Stern 2007, Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2007, Rockström et al.
2009). The 2012 Living Planet Report details that humanity is currently using
50 per cent more resources than the earth can provide on a yearly basis and that
by 2030 even two planets would not be enough for human consumption levels
(World Wildlife Fund 2012).
A wicked challenge
The sustainability challenge is a complex challenge, as issues and causes are
interrelated in a myriad of ways and include many uncertainties (Hartman et al
2009, Kahane 2010). It is therefore also often considered a ‘wicked problem’ - a
problem that is complex, where uncertainty is high, where there is debate over
values and where solutions are not obvious (Rittel and Webber 1973, Funtowicz
and Ravetz 1993).
In essence, sustainability is potentially the most wicked challenge humanity has
ever faced as impacts are occurring on an unprecedented scale and our own
continuation as a species depends on it (Scharmer and Kaufer 2013)
Systems change is needed
It has also become more and more clear, that all the individual issues amount to
systematic degradation of our biosphere and are not just one off issues that can
be tackled individually (Rockström et al. 2009, World Wildlife Fund 2010). The
underlying problem seems to be that many of our human social systems are built
on fundamentally unsustainable tenants and that therefore entire systems change
is required to move towards sustainability (Senge 2006, Mirchandani 2010,
Draper 2013). In essence, we need to find ways to strategically and
systematically transform many of our man-made systems.
Sustainability – A “Science of Design”
Because of the necessity of the re-design of our economic and other man-made
systems, it has been suggested that sustainability science should be considered a
“science of design” (Miller 2011). Following Simon (1996, 111), Miller (2011)
describes the process of design as the choosing of a “course of action aimed at
changing existing situations into preferred ones”. It focuses on how things
should be, rather than on how things are (Miller 2011, 101).
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Therefore, sustainability might be one of the most “wicked” cases of design
(Moote, 2013), as it needs to aim both for significant impact and a participatory
approach to solve the challenge.
Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development
One framework that approaches the sustainability challenge from a design
angle is the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD).
Specifically, it is based on the idea of strategically and step-wise designing unsustainability out of the systems we currently rely on by giving guidance on
moving any region, organization, project or planning endeavor towards social
and ecological sustainability in an economically viable way.
The framework was designed in order to create a unifying structure for
sustainability and is therefore a trans-disciplinary framework built on insights
from systems thinking and has been under continuous development over a 20year consensus and peer-review process including theoretical exploration,
followed by refinement and testing in iterative learning loops between scientists
and practitioners from business and government (see, e.g., Robèrt 2000; Broman
et al. 2000; Robèrt et al. 2002; Ny et al. 2006). The FSSD has been applied by a
variety of business leaders (Electrolux 1994, Robèrt 1997, Anderson 1998,
Nattrass 1999, Broman et al. 2000, Leadbitter 2002, Matsushita 2002, Nattrass
and Altomare 2002) and policy makers (Gordon 2003, Cook 2004, Strauss-Kahn
2004, James and Lahti 2004).
A 5-level model
At the foundation of the FSSD lies the following 5-level model (see figure 1):
The system level describes the overall major functioning of the system, in this
case the social system of the human society within the biosphere. The current
threats and degradation of this system is the rational for the levels that follow.
The success level specifies the definition of the objective, in this case,
sustainability. In the case of the FSSD, sustainability is defined using
sustainability principles. The next level requires this key second level.
The strategic guidelines level specifies the guidelines for how to approach the
objective strategically. This implies a step-by-step approach toward the objective
in an economically viable way.
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The step-wise transition is guided by
“backcasting” thinking, i.e., thinking back from
a vision fulfilling the objective to the current
situation – backcasting – to identify possible
transition paths. A unique feature of the FSSD
is that the backcasting does not only, or
necessarily, occur from a simplified image of a
desirable future (as in “scenario-planning), but
from basic principles designed as boundary
conditions for re-design, which allows for
creativity within these constraints, so that each
group or organization can create their own path
towards sustainability within these constraints.
The actions level comprises everything done in
concrete terms, e.g., in chess, the actual moves.
Strategic guidelines at level 3 are applied to
inspire, inform, and scrutinize every action or
investment that is put into a strategic plan.

Figure 1: The 5-level model that
the FSSD is based on.

The tools level includes concepts, methods,
and tools that are often required for decision
support, monitoring, and disclosures of the actions to ensure they are chosen in
line with the strategic guidelines to arrive stepwise at the success in the system.
Examples in sustainable development are modelling, management systems,
indicators, life cycle assessments, etc.
Objective as a functional system boundary
The five-level structure of the FSSD evolved to avoid confusion by keeping a
strict, logical separation between levels, especially between the system as such
and the objective in the system. The objective can then serve as the functional
system boundaries that guide the further research of the system. What aspects of
the system (level 1) are essential to reach the objective (level 2)? Once the
objective is clearly defined, it is possible to look for strategic guidelines (level 3)
by which actions (level 4) can be organized in a step-wise strategic plan, and
relevant concepts, methods and tools for decision-making and monitoring of the
planned transition route can be chosen or developed (level 5).
Overriding mechanisms of destruction
As mentioned above, a unique aspect of the FSSD is that any definition of
success is required to be within basic sustainability principles. As sustainability
has only become relevant as a consequence of humanity’s systematic
contributions to un-sustainability, the principles for ecological sustainability
were derived by asking the following question: by what overriding mechanisms,
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upstream at the level of first approximation in chains of causality, do human
activities set off the myriad of downstream impacts that will destroy the
ecological system? A myriad of downstream impacts were clustered in a few
upstream first-order mechanisms. Thereafter, a “not” was inserted for each
mechanism to form first-order sustainability principles, designed as exclusion
criteria for redesign.
Sustainability principles
In order for sustainability principles (level 2) to work for backcasting (level 3)
they should be science-based, necessary (but not more, to allow for ‘out-of-thebox’ creativity) and sufficient (to not forget essential elements of sustainability),
general enough (to be applicable to all activities relevant to sustainability),
concrete enough (to inspire action and provide direction) and distinct i.e.
mutually exclusive (to allow structured analyzes and monitoring) (Ny et al.
2006). The principled definition of sustainability used within the next section is:
In a sustainable society,
nature is not subject to
systematically increasing…
ESP 1.
ESP 2.
ESP 3.

people are not subject to
systematic barriers to…1

…concentrations of substances
extracted from the Earth’s
crust,
…concentrations of substances
produced by society,
…degradation by physical
means

SSP 1.
SSP 2.
SSP 3.
SSP 4.
SSP 5.

… integrity
… influence
… competence
… impartiality
… meaning

Social sustainability within the FSSD
In recent work on the framework (Missimer et al., 2010; 2013a, 2013b;
Missimer, 2013) the social dimension, a hitherto relatively neglected
dimension of the framework, has been explored into the five above-mentioned
social principles. The aim was to make it as operational as the first three,
ecological, sustainability principles.

1

Note that the social sustianability principles have been updated based on and since this
work with practitioners. However, in this paper we present the version that has also been
used with practitioners.
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Based on transdisciplinary literature studies, as well as conceptual modelling
sessions, essential elements of the social system were identified. These essential
aspects were found to be trust, common meaning, diversity, capacity for learning
and capacity for self-organization (Missimer et al., 2013a). These essential
elements were then used to derive a first hypothesis of social sustainability
principles from. The 5 principles are described as follows:2
In a socially sustainable society, people are not subject to systematic barriers to:
… integrity
This means that people are not systematically exposed to direct
harm; physically, mentally or emotionally
… impartiality
This means that people are not systematically exposed to impartial
and unequal treatment. It is about acknowledging that all people
have the same rights and are of equal worth.
… influence
This means that people are not systematically hindered from participating in
shaping the social systems they are part of

… competence
This means that people are not systematically hindered from
developing competence, learning and developing individually and
together.

… meaning
This means that people are not systematically hindered from
different forms of meaning-making at the individual and
collective level.

2

Same as Footnote 1
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Aim of Paper
This paper presents a first set of results from practical field-work with the new
social sustainability principles presented above. The aim was to evaluate the
usefulness of the new proposed principles. Overall, a clearer definition of social
sustainability is not just for theoretical purposes, but because without a clear
theoretical concept, it is hard to strategically work towards social sustainability
in practice.

Research Design and Method
Following the idea of sustainability as a design science, the development was
based on a design research methodology (e.g. Blessing and Chakrabarti 2009),
which usually includes the studying of a problem and its context, the
suggestion of a solution prototype to the problem and a testing rigorous
evaluation of the solution prototype in the context. The suggested ‘prototype’
for the new approach to social sustainability within the FSSD has been described
above. This paper presents a first set of results in the evaluation stage.
At the onset of the research project, it was decided that success criteria for the
prototype would relate to two things: the level of scientific rigor of the new
approach and the viability of use of the new approach by practitioners. This
paper focuses on the second of these success criteria.
The data for evaluation comes from workshops that were run with sustainability
professionals (also called practitioners) who use the FSSD in their work. In
three workshops in three different countries, the authors together with groups of
sustainability professionals, used the new social sustainability principles to
assess projects on their contribution to social sustainability.
The workshops usually started out with one of the authors presenting the new
work and answering any lingering questions. The workshop participants would
then apply the principles in a case study format to various scenarios, e.g. the
lifecycle of a cup of coffee, community work or another relevant case study. The
workshops were followed by reflections by and interviews with the
professionals assessing the usability of the new principles. In the following
section we will present a vignette of each workshop, followed by summarized
results and the discussion.
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Results
Group 1
This group was comprised of 8 individuals, ranging from having worked
with the FSSD for just a few months to over a decade of experience.
The most experienced person (Participant 1), who has also followed the
development of the social sustainability closely, reported having used the new
SSPs in explorative ways with clients already. Participant 1 felt that the new
principles were intuitive to people, i.e., that people could grasp their meaning
even if they could not remember them verbatim. That being said, Participant 1,
acknowledged that this was “new land” and that there was still an unease when
working with these new concepts. Participant 1 was the only participant who
had been exposed to the new SSPs before and had tried them out. All other
participants had heard of them, but came to the workshop to gain a deeper
understanding.
The rest of the participants echoed the unease. However, they also
acknowledged that they didn´t feel particularly strong on this social aspect of
sustainability in general. Yet, the new approach did not give them the ease they
were looking for. They still considered it complex.
While they felt that the principles were useful as a discussion point – to think
critically about social sustainability issues, their main questions or concerns
related to the logic or the flow of how the principles were derived from the
system´s understanding. They deemed this to be the most important part, as they
felt they were able to relay a concise, compelling and scientifically accurate
description of the system and the principles on the ecological side. They did not
yet feel that this was the case on the social side. They discussed the need to
create “our own words and our own explanations” to be able to convey they
logic to clients and to essentially own the story themselves.
Finally, the term ‘integrity’ as used in the social sustainability principles was
still a challenge to many as they intuitive associated it with a moral stance of
integrity rather than no harm, which led to confusion when working with the
SSPs.
Group 2
3 individuals were involved in workshop 2. One of them had 2 years, another
4 years and the third had 10 years of experience working with the FSSD.
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After 1.5 days of workshop each participant seemed to have a very different
response. Participant 1 on this group felt that the science behind the new social
sustainability principle was solid and that this perspective had been missing
before. They acknowledged that the new approach was more difficult than the
old approach, but that also the way of thinking that was associated with the
FSSD was not very common in general and therefore more difficult for many
people. They felt, however, unsure about how to use the new SSPs in practice
(despite practice exercises throughout the workshop).
Participant 2 seemed to have the opposite reaction. They felt the new SSPs were
usable in practice, also with various tools that are commonly used within the
FSSD. They, however, felt that the science and logic was not clear and that the
new science behind the principles left a lot of questions. Similar to group 1, this
participant felt that a clearer narrative was very important, but missing so far.
Participant 3 felt that the new approach was a valuable addition to the
framework and that social sustainability was now much better addressed.
However, they had many questions related to the implementability. They
voiced concerns about the complexity of the approach for users, especially those
not familiar with the general approach of the FSSD and therefore were not
convinced that this new approach would replace the old one, despite them
feeling that it was an improved approach. Finally, this participant had questions
around wording, specifically regarding the word integrity, but also others. This
participant also mentioned that the new approach did not provide quite the
clarity they had hoped for.
Group 3
Group 3 was comprised of 8 practitioners, with a similar range of years of
experience as group 1. The most experienced practitioners had over a decade of
experience; the newest person about 6 months. The average was around 7 years.
Similar to group 1, one of the senior practitioners had already starting the new
SSPs in their work. They mentioned that overall the approach was very useful
and that people within the community of practitioners had been waiting for this
“forever”. They also reported that they felt that the earlier approach was “just
stabbing in the dark” as the approach did not provide any concrete guidance.
They did acknowledge, that of course at this point there were more questions
than answers with the new approach, but that this was the work to be done now,
to figure out how to work with this new approach. They did also mention that
some of the language around integrity and impartiality was tricky.
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One person in the group felt that during the exercises the new SSPs did not
necessarily bring up the most material issues. One other person described the
exact opposite, feeling that they did lend themselves to exactly that.
Another senior practitioner considered the new SSPs very useful and stated that
it was a question “of how they would work with them, not if”. They felt that they
could clearly see the pattern of the principles in many of their projects.
Two practitioners discussed that the former human needs approach really set off
light-bulbs with people and questioned whether this would be the case with the
new approach. They felt that this new approach was more complex and also
didn´t feel like the new logic was completely clear and solidified yet.
Overall, the sentiment was that a lot more practice would be needed with the
new approach for the practitioners to feel comfortable and, similar to the other
groups, that a clearer narrative was needed to work with clients.

Summary of Results and Discussion
The preliminary results indicate that it is indeed possible to use the newly
proposed social sustainability principles in the manner intended. All groups
successfully used the new approach in the exercises they were given. Some
participants even went as far as starting to think about integration of the SSPs
with the existing tools they commonly use; they seemed to think that the
integration was possible, although, of course, further refinement of the designed
tool prototypes will be needed.
The patterns emerged from the three separate groups were, that
•
•
•

the language of the SSPs was still tricky to most of the practitioners.
the approach was still complex and a clearer narrative was needed.
some practitioners were more able to accept the novelty, complexity and
the work-in-progress state of the SSPs and reacted with less unease than
others. In general, the more experienced practitioners felt less unease.

Some pattern also emerged, that were essentially the opposite of each other
•
•

•
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Some felt that the SSPs did not necessarily bring up the most material
issues; other felt like they did exactly that.
Some felt that the science was solid, but were unsure about how to use
the new SSPs in practice (despite practice exercises throughout the
workshop). Others felt unsure about the science, but felt that the SSPs
were usable in practice.
As a result of all of the above some felt that the new approach was a
valuable addition and that social sustainability was now much better
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addressed. Others were not convinced that this new approach would
replace the old one due to it´s complexity.
Reflections from the authors
Not surprisingly, one could observe a difference between practitioners using the
new SSPs and how they felt about doing so. Despite the fact that they all used
the SSPs successfully in an exercise, many still felt very uneasy even after the
exercise.
A pattern that seemed to emerge was that the reactions to the new SSPs often
seemed highly dependent on a person´s willingness or ability to engage with
uncertainty and risk. It seems in every group there are always some people who
are (naturally) more entrepreneurial, willing to take risk and try something new
and do not feel that their professionalism is threatened by ‘not knowing’ or
‘trying something that might fail’. Understandably, the practitioners want to feel
knowledgeable, competent and confident when engaging with their clients. And
there is certain kind of irony that we as practitioners “teach” others about
planning in complex systems and that this comes with uncertainty and risk,
while at the same time feeling such a level of unease with it ourselves.
One, of course, has to also acknowledge that change and learning is a process
and that initial reactions to a proposed change are not always indicative of the
long-term success of the change initiative. In relation to the FSSD, the
ecological side has already undergone a +20 year development and will continue
to do so and it is to be expected that the social side will do so as well and that
acceptance of changes will take a long time.
Finally, an interesting take away has also been that the usefulness and use of the
prototype is not about only the prototype itself, but to a large extent about the
support the practitioners receive with the implementation. The implementation
support is really what will determine the success of the new approach. A variety
of tools and mechanisms will be needed, which opens up an interesting next
phase for this research project overall.
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Abstract
Since its publication in 2010, ISO 26000 has become the de-facto standard of
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). While not a certifiable standard in ISO
terms, but rather a guidance document, it has become the document many
corporations use as their basis for CSR work. ISO 26000 claims that the
objective of social responsibility is to contribute to sustainable development,
using the Brundtland definition – development, which meets the needs the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs – as the basis for sustainable development.
However, the Brundtland definition, while commonly referred to, is not
sufficiently concrete to give guidance for strategic planning and action in
businesses, municipalities and society at large. Therefore it is helpful to
supplement the Brundtland definition with a framework that allows for this
concrete and strategic planning, e.g. the Framework for Strategic Sustainable
Development (FSSD). The FSSD is based on a principled definition of a
sustainable global civilization, defining social and ecological sustainability in more
operational terms, and guidelines for how to contribute systematically and
strategically to fulfillment of this definition. It is a trans-disciplinary framework
built on insights from systems thinking and has been continuously developed as
well as used and improved in organizations, and amongst developers of tools and
concepts, all over the world for the last two decades. A particular recent
development focus has been the social dimension of sustainability, with new
insights based on the application of systems thinking to social systems having been
recently presented.
In this paper, these new insights are used to analyze and evaluate ISO 26000´s
contribution to sustainability, highlighting both benefits and shortcomings of ISO
26000 from a social systems and strategic sustainable development perspective.
Main points include that, while ISO 26000 is comprehensive in it´s
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scope and provides a vast achievement in terms of international consensus
building around the essential issues in CSR, it is not based on a scientific
understanding of social and ecological systems and is therefore a document
highlighting current societal expectations rather than a document allowing
organizations to innovate, plan, act and monitor long-term for sustainability. The
paper further points out aspects of sustainability that are likely to become issues in
the future, but are currently not covered by the ISO guidance. Finally, the paper
lays out in which ways ISO 26000 supports strategic working towards
sustainability, and in which areas other tools are necessary.
Keywords: ISO 26000, Strategic
Sustainability, Systems Thinking,

Sustainable

Development,

Social

Note: This paper is an elaborated version of the paper Missimer, M, Robèrt K
– H, and Broman, G. 2014. A Systems Perspective on ISO 26000. Proceedings
of the 2nd International Symposium “SYSTEMS THINKING FOR A
SUSTAINABLE ECONOMY. Advancements in Economic and Managerial
Theory and Practice. Rome, Italy: January 23-24, 2014
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 A background on ISO 26000
In 2010, after 5 years of consultation and development and with much
anticipation, the International Standards Organization (ISO) published their ISO
26000 guidance on social responsibility (from here on referred to as the
Guidance). Since its launch, ISO 26000 has had a steady incline in interest and
adoption by several users. In the 2012 ISO 260000 Post Publication
Organization Survey, 60 countries were reported to have adopted the Guidance
to inform national guidance on CSR standards, while 20 more were in the
process of reviewing it for potential adoption. Further, more than 10.000 copies
of the Guidance have been sold, giving an indication of how many organizations
are working with it, although potentially many more are working with it on an
informal basis (ISO 2012).
Being the first guidance document that integrates social, environmental and
governance concepts into one framework, it is considered significant progress in
helping organizations work with corporate social responsibility24 (Moratis and
Cochius, 2011) as it is the most comprehensive guidance on CSR to date (e.g
Johnston 2012, 112). While it is not a certifiable standard like most of ISO´s
other tools, but rather a guidance document, it has a similar aim, namely to
create a common definition of what social responsibility is and give
organizations a comprehensive base to work from. Rob Steele, Director General
of ISO, describes it as a “one-stop shop […] for an overview of the subject area”
for people who “are trying to understand what they should do within their
organizations” (ISO 2010a). It is hoped that one comprehensive framework for
CSR will make the work in this area more efficient (e.g. Schwartz and Tilling
2009, Moratis and Cochius 2011). The overall objective of social responsibility,
according to the Guidance, is to contribute to sustainable development (ISO
2010b, vi).
1.2 Brundtland´s Definition of Sustainable Development
The Brundtland definition - to ensure that development meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs (World Commission on Environment and Development 1987) - is used as
the basis for the concept of sustainable development (ISO 2010b, 9).
There has been much criticism of the Brundtland definition, mainly in relation to
the vagueness of what sustainability and sustainable development actually mean
24

ISO switched it´s terminology from corporate social responsibility to social
responsibility in order to clarify that the guidance can be used for all organization, not
just corporations. However, the term remains confusing as the guidance in fact includes
responsibility for social and environmental impacts (Pojasek 2011).
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(e.g. Jacobs 1999, McKenzie 2004). Paehlke (2001, 7 as cited in Partridge 2005)
argues that sustainable development is a concept “so amorphous that it might
mean anything.” As Jacobs (1999, 24) notes, “the vagueness of the definition …
allows business and ‘development’ interests (and their government supporters)
to claim that they are in favour of sustainable development when actually they
are the perpetrators of unsustainabilty”. There is a vast array of definitions,
terms, approaches, methods and tools for sustainable development, many of
them designed for specific fields only. This makes the sustainability field
confusing and leads to a need to understand how concepts and tools relate to
sustainability and to each other (Huesemann 2001, Robèrt et al. 2002). This is a
challenge then also for ISO 26000, as it is hard to determine whether the
Guidance really contributes to the goal of sustainable development, if said goal
is so ill-defined.
1.3 Aim and Scope
The aim of this paper is to analyze and evaluate ISO 26000´s potential
contribution to sustainable development through the lens of a framework for
strategic sustainable development (FSSD), which includes a more operational
definition of sustainability and guidelines for how organizations can contribute
to its fulfillment in a strategic way. The focus is on the social dimension of
sustainability and the social impacts that ISO 26 000 considers, as this is the
main focus of ISO 2600025. This does not imply, however, that the
environmental or economic dimension is less important. All dimensions need to
be considered at all times for sustainable development to occur.
2. THE FRAMEWORK FOR STRATEGIC SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT
The FSSD has now been under continuous development over a 25-year
consensus and peer-review process including theoretical exploration, followed
by refinement and testing in iterative learning loops between scientists (see, e.g.,
Robèrt 2000; Broman et al. 2000; Robèrt et al. 2002; Ny et al. 2006) and
practitioners from business (Electrolux 1994, Robèrt 1997, Anderson 1998,
Nattrass 1999, Broman et al. 2000, Leadbitter 2002, Matsushita 2002, Nattrass
and Altomare 2002) and government (Gordon 2003, Cook 2004, Strauss-Kahn
25

As pointed out in footnote 1, the terminology remains confusing. ISO 26000 is a
guidance for companies for what they should be taking responsibility for in addition to
their financial performance. This includes environmental and social impacts, although
the Guidance leans heavily towards the social impacts. Perhaps, because of this, it is
often associated with the social pillar of sustainable development. Also note that the
Guidance in section 2.6 defines the environment as natural surroundings including
people but then uses the term “environment “ in section 6.5 to refer to ecology impacts
only.
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2004, James and Lahti 2004).
The FSSD brings with it some advantages that lend themselves favorably as a
basis from which to assess ISO 26000´s contribution to sustainable
development:
•
•
•
•

It is built on a scientific systems-understanding of both the natural and
the social system.
It includes a clear definition of sustainability, which due to its principled
nature is generally applicable and yet concrete enough to guide action.
It facilitates step-wise and strategic movement towards the goal of
sustainability.
It helps make better use of other tools, methods or frameworks for
sustainability: once it has been used to identify the gap to sustainability,
as well as desirable strategies to bridge the gap, it is easier to select and
inform other forms of support needed for the transition (Robèrt et al.
2002).

As the social dimension of the FSSD is the most apt dimension to compare ISO
26000 to, it is described briefly in the following paragraphs.
In recent work on the FSSD (Missimer et al., 2010; Missimer, 2013, Missimer et
al. 2015a, 2015b) the social dimension has been further explored. Five social
principles were derived from extensive trans-disciplinary literature studies on the
essential elements of a sustainable social system, followed by conceptual
modelling sessions using systems-thinking, backcasting theory and insights
based on earlier FSSD work (Missimer et al. 2015a, 2015b). They have since
been tested with sustainability practitioners (Missimer et al. 2014). Based on
trust, diversity, capacity for learning, capacity for self-organization, and
common-meaning as essential aspect of the social system, the principles derived
state that:
In a socially sustainable society, people are not subject to structural
obstacles to …
SSP 1. …health.
This means that people are not exposed to social conditions that systematically
undermine their possibilities to avoid injury and illness; physically, mentally or
emotionally, e.g. dangerous working conditions or insufficient wages.
SSP 2. …influence.
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This means that people are not systematically hindered from participating in
shaping the social systems they are part of, e.g., by suppression of free speech or
neglect of opinions.
SSP 3. …competence.
This means that people are not systematically hindered from learning and
developing competence individually and together, e.g., by obstacles for
education or insufficient possibilities for personal development.
SSP 4. …impartiality.
This means that people are not systematically exposed to partial treatment, e.g.
by discrimination or unfair selection to job positions.
SSP 5. …meaning-making.
This means that people are not systematically hindered from creating individual
meaning and co-creating common meaning, e.g., by suppression of cultural
expression or obstacles to co-creation of purposeful conditions.
The term structural obstacles refers to social constructions - political, economic
and cultural - which are firmly established in society, upheld by those with
power and, due to a variety of dependencies, difficult or impossible to overcome
or avoid by the people exposed to them.
Together with the ecological sustainability principles, this leads to 8
sustainability principles within the FSSD depicted in Figure 1.
In a sustainable society,
nature is not subject to systematically
increasing…
ESP 1. …concentrations of
substances extracted from the
Earth’s crust
ESP 2. …concentrations of
substances produced by
society
ESP 3. …degradation by physical
means

people are not subject to structural
obstacles to…
SSP 1.
SSP 2.
SSP 3.
SSP 4.
SSP 5.

Figure 1: The eight Sustainability Principles of the FSSD
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3. ISO 26000´S CONTRIBUTION TO STRATEGIC SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT
ISO 26000´s explicit aim is to contribute to sustainable development in line with
the Brundtland definition. In the above referred to work, we have laid out a more
concrete and structured way of managing such a universal concept of
sustainability. The question is in what ways ISO 26000 does or can contribute to
strategic sustainable development.
3.1 A thorough basis?
It first must be said that the ISO 26000 guidance is a remarkable achievement in
terms of consensus building and stakeholder engagement on an international
scale. 400 experts from 99 countries, 69 of which are developing countries, were
involved in the working group (ISO, 2010a). Further, the Guidance puts major
emphasis on stakeholder involvement in determining which issues are relevant
to a particular organization (See Section 5 in the Guidance), which can be a way
of getting large parts of the impacted social system represented and conducting a
more thorough assessment. However, especially the first might also provide
some hurdles from a strategic sustainable development perspective.
In order for strategic planning towards sustainability to be viable it needs to be
based on a robust, scientific understanding of the systems we depend on – at the
most basic level the ecological and the social system - and sustainability goals
that are derived from this understanding. This argument is uncontested in
ecological sustainability and it has been argued that the same is necessary and
possible for the social dimension (Missimer et al. 2010, Missimer 2013,
Missimer et al 2015a, 2015b). How does the ISO 26000 fare?
An analysis of the Guidance and the material around its development indicates
that this first part – a thorough study and clear understanding of the working of
the social system – was not undertaken; no reference to any science in the field
can be found. The Guidance reflects some understanding of systems and
interrelationships (e.g. Section 5.2.1) and seems to be guided by a concern for
equity (see, e.g., p. vi, Principle 4.4, etc.). It also mentions some systems
characteristics, such as the importance of diversity (29), meaningful work
(Section 6.4) and learning (e.g., Section 6.3.9 Economic, Social and cultural
Rights). However, the recognition of these elements seems to rest on a normative
base, rather than a systematic analysis of the ecological and social systems and
sustainability related impacts in those.
As already mentioned, the Guidance refers to the Brundtland definition as the
overall goal. It then goes on to list core subjects that companies need to pay
attention to in their responsibility work in order to contribute to sustainable
development. The six core subjects, like all of ISO 26000, were derived in a
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consensus process, heavily informed by international standards and conventions
from before, such as the Global Compact, the Declaration of Human Rights, ILO
standards, etc., but are not based on a systematic analysis of the social system
and how degradation of this could be avoided. The final outcome represents
what stakeholders can agree on - what some might call the lowest common
denominator (Schwartz and Tilling 2009, 291). Ward (2011) gives interesting
insights into the struggles of the working group in the process of defining this
common denominator, sheading light on the difficulties of coming to an
agreement when different sets of values and interests are involved. The reliance
on what is acceptable to stakeholders continues in the Guidance document itself,
as it relies heavily on the concept of societal expectations and the need for
companies to conform to those as the basis of CSR.
From a strategic planning perspective, the reliance on goals that are set by what
is currently known and acceptable or perceived as established norm, rather than
what is necessary from a sustainability perspective in the long run, is risky. The
Guidance “recognizes that the elements of SR reflect the expectations of society
at a particular time and are liable to change” (p. 5), but does not seem concerned
about this for a strategic pathway towards sustainability. How do we know if
what society expects today, is also what society will expect tomorrow? A
related, but somewhat different challenge is that there is no guarantee that the
expectations are in any way aligned with what is needed for sustainability.
Johnston (2012, 81) deems the assumption that “‘expectations of society’ are a
good proxy for the requirements of sustainable development” as highly
questionable.26 There are many examples to illustrate this point. Public opinion
in some countries, e.g., still questions the impact of human behavior on climate
change. If public opinion is an indication for societal expectations, the
expectation would then be to do nothing about human impacts on climate
change, a stance which most sustainability experts and scientists would probably
disagree with as a viable path for sustainable development. History can also give
many examples of practices and expectation that were deemed acceptable by
society at the time but in retrospect we consider unacceptable, e.g slavery. What
practices do we deem acceptable today that decades or centuries from now we
will judge socially unsustainable? Johnston (2012, 117) concludes, that “with its
banal assumption that social expectations are obvious and can be equated with
sustainability, [the Guidance] actually distracts attention away from the very
difficult question of how corporate decision-making can be oriented towards
26

Johnston (2012) also highlights that the guidance itself admits that “a single set of
societal expectation cannot be defined”, which ISO 26000 attempts to resolve by
referring to the need of each organization to determine the responsibility on their own in
collaboration with their stakeholders. However, the guidance also points out that
stakeholder interests and social expectations are not identical and that it is the latter that
should guide decision-making. This, in fact, leaves companies then with very little
concrete guidance.
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greater sustainability”. These considerations all point in the same direction: we
must go further than looking at trends and current public discourses, if we are to
find structured ways towards sustainability.
Having assessed that the Guidance does not seem to be based on a systematic
understanding of the ecological and social system, we go on to assess whether it
nevertheless moves us in the direction of social sustainability.
3.2 Coverage of Social Sustainability Issues
In the next step we will therefore compare the Guidance´s core subjects with the
principles of social sustainability described above to see in what ways ISO
26000 might contribute to sustainable development despite its lack of a base in a
systematic analysis of the social system from a sustainability perspective. For
the purpose of this paper, we will exclude the core subject of “environment”,
since this is well developed elsewhere and since ISO 26000 has such a clear
focus on the impacts in the social system.27
So how does ISO 26000 compare? A first challenge one comes across is the
overlap within the Guidance, which leads to confusion and difficulty in
understanding how the different aspects relate to each other (Johnston 2012,
115). More than a nuisance, this makes strategic implementation difficult. From
a strategic sustainable development perspective, it is most challenging that the
Guidance mixes actual goals (Success in the FSSD) with strategies that might
lead to the fulfillment of these goals (actions in the FSSD). In addition, the
Guidance lists various actions and tools for each subject, but because the most
important levels for strategic sustainable development, the success level (defined
using an understanding of the systems level) and the strategic guidelines level
are not analytically separated from each other and from other levels, the
structure of the Guidance is characterized by overlap and confusion also on
those levels. Appendix A shows a re-organized overview, which was used as
basis for the rest of the analysis.

27

The Guidance itself refers back to ISO 14000 series in their environmental work. For
an assessment of ISO 14001 from a strategic sustainable development perspective, see
(MacDonald 2005). For readers interested in a complete framework for systematic
planning in line with the FSSD, we refer to previous literature (Robèrt 1994, Holmberg
and Robèrt 2000, Broman et al. 2000, Robèrt 2000, Robèrt et al. 2002, Ny et al. 2006,
Robèrt et al. 2013).
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Principle

Overarching question

Employees and workers in the supply chain
General category
Specific example
unfair compensation (not enough to
live on)

What social conditions occur
in our value chain that
Contribution to
systematically undermine
structural
people´s possibilities to avoid
obstacles to health
injury and illness; physically,
mentally or emotionally?

health and safety: excessive work
hours; unsafe + unhealthy working
conditions
harassment or abuse (emotional or
physical)
forced labor, child labor

Contribution to
structural
obstacles to
influence

What social conditions occur
in our value chain that
systematically hinder people
from participating in shaping
the social systems they are
part of?

Contribution to
structural
obstacles to
competence

What social conditions occur
in our value chain that
systematically hinder people
from learning and developing
competence individually and
together?

Contribution to
structural
obstacles to
impartiality

What social conditions occur
in our value chain that
systematically expose people
to partial treatment?

What social conditions occur
Contribution to
in our value chain that
structural
systematically hinder people
obstacles to
from creating individual
meaning-making
meaning and co-creating
common meaning?

Practices that suppress
feedback within the org

no formal mechanisms to report up the
command-chain, lack of whistleblower system

Practices that suppress
employees influence on the
governance of the org

no collective bargaining rights

lack of opportunities for competence
development
lack of mechanisms for organizational
learning and development
no development talks
Practices of discrimination

discrimination

Practices that promote
economic inequality

large differences in income within org

lack of clear purpose of the org
lack of clear roles and responsibilities
for individuals
disrespect of employee´s culture

Figure 2: Potential Contributions to violation of principles per stakeholder;
stakeholder groups modelled on ISO 26000.
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Violations by Impact on stakeholder group
Community (not already covered by workers)
General category
Specific example
Practices that cause direct harm (rely on
forced removal of communities
any form of direct abuse?)
Practices that undermine access to basic
resources, e.g fresh air, fresh water,
arable land

Consumers
General category
Specific example
product's health and
safety impacts
impacts of advertising
on psychological wellbeing

land-grabbing

Practices that undermine independent,
economic development
Practices that cause harm indirectly

reliance on political regime that
engages in harassment and abuse

Practices that suppress/rely on the lack
of opportunity to express the
communities´ opinion in relation to our
work?

no formal mechanisms for the
communities to give
opinion/influence the aspects of
the business that affect them

Practices that suppress/rely on the lack
of opportunity to express the
communities´opinion in relation to
political activity in their community?
Practices that lead to ignoring
communities wishes due to excessive
use of org´s power

reliance on political regime that
engages in suppression of free
speech, does not have free
elections, etc

(report issues,
costumers service)

excessive lobbying

Practices that rely on/promote lack of
education/competence development in
community

Practices that
promote false
understanding

discrimination in the selection of
workforce
reliance on political regimes that
engage in discrimination

false information,
false advertising

prohibitive pricing of
basic goods

engaging in corruption or relying
on corrupt regimes
reliance on political regimes that Practices that alter
engage in suppression of cultural meaning-making
expression
subversively

advertising

disrespect of local culture
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Conribution
to structural
obstacle to
impartiality

Conribution
to structural
obstacle to
meaningmaking
x
x
x

x

x

x
x

x x x

x

x x

x

x

x

x

Figure 3: ISO 26000´s Issues mapped to SSPs.
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x

x

x
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x

• right to a standard of living adequate for the physical andmental
health and well-being of himself or herself and his or her family;

x

• right to an adequate standard of health;

• freedom of association;

• right to work in just and favourable conditions;

Issue 6: Civil and Political Rights

• right to education;

• the right to take part in elections

• freedom from attacks on honour or reputation,
• the right of access to public services

x

• freedom from arbitrary interference with privacy, family, home or
correspondence,

• freedom to hold beliefs,

• freedom to adopt and practise a religion

• freedom of peaceful assembly and association,

• liberty and integrity of the person,
• right to due process of law and a fair hearing when facing
criminal charges.
• freedom of opinion and expression,

• the right to security of person,
• the right to own property,

• the right to freedom from torture,

Conribution
to structural
obstacle to
health
Conribution
to structural
obstacle to
influence
Conribution
to structural
obstacle to
competence
• the right to a life with dignity,

Principle
• the right to life,
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All
6.3. Human Rights
Organizations
ganiz
have a responsibility to respect all human rights, regardless
unable/unwilling to fulfill its duty to protect.
Issue 7: Economic, S

x
x

x

x

x
x

x

x

x
x
x
x

x

x

x

x

Community
6.8
6.6 Fair
Community
operainvolvement
ting
and
practices
development

x
x

x

x

x x

6.7.6 Issue 4: Consumer service, support, and complaint and
dispute resolution
6.7.7 Issue 5: Consumer data protection and privacy
6.7.8 Issue 6: Access to essential services
6.7.9 Issue 7: Education and awareness

6.7.3 Issue 1: Fair marketing, factual and unbiased information and
fair contractual practices
6.7.4 Issue 2: Protecting consumers' health and safety

ocial and Cultural Rights

Issue 2: Responsible political involvement
Issue 5: Respect for property rights

6.4 Labour
Practices

6.8.5 Issue 3: Employment creation and skills development
6.8.8 Issue 6: Health
Issue 1: Anti-corruption

Employees/Workers

6.8.4 Issue 2: Education and culture

6.4.7 Issue 5: Human development and training in the workplace
6.8.3 Issue 1: Community involvement

6.3
HR

6.4.6 Issue 4: Health and safety at work

6.4.4 Issue 2: Conditions of work and social protection
6.4.5 Issue 3: Social dialogue

x
6.4.3 Issue 1: Employment and employment relationships

of whether the state is

Issue 8: Fundamental principles and rights at work

• right to the practice of a religion and culture;
• right to genuine opportunities to participate without
discrimination in decision making that supports positive practices
and discourages negative practices in relation to these rights

• right food, clothing, housing, medical care and necessary social
protection, such as security in the event of unemployment,
sickness, disability, death of spouse, old age or other lack of
livelihood in circumstances beyond his or her control;
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Consumers

6.7 Consumer issues

x x

x

x

x

x
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Figure 2 presents a further fleshed out application of the social sustainability
principles as a basis for comparison. It is important to note, that the categories
and examples are not exhaustive. There are potentially a myriad of other ways to
violate the SSPs; the ones listed are there to serve as examples to clarify the
meaning of the principles. This will be discussed in more detail later on. In the
next step, we will look at the subjects of human rights and the ones relating to
stakeholders - labor practices, community involvement and consumer issues individually and analyze their contribution to social sustainability. Figure 3 maps
the Guidance´s issues to the SSPs. It is important to note that we only compare
issues labeled as “goals”, as they fall at the same analytical level as the
sustainability principles.
As a first result it can be stated that almost all of the (“Goal”) issues in the
Guidance can be mapped to the SSPs, implying that overall ISO 26000 seems to
address social sustainability.28 As Figure 3 highlights, the use of civil, political,
economic, social and cultural rights as a basis for all work with the Guidance,
addresses all of the SSPs, with a heavy emphasis on the principles around health
and impartiality.29 The subject of Human Rights therefore seems like a thorough
basis for the work with all other subjects. The only aspect that sticks out is the
right to own property as part of Subject 6.3 Human Rights (see figure 3) as it
cannot be directly mapped to any of the SSPs. We regard the right to own
property as a cultural norm, rather than a necessity from a sustainability
perspective.
Second, it is visible that all SSPs are addressed in some form. However, the real
question is whether the Guidance´s issues cover the existing list of possible
violations completely. We will discuss this for each subject separately, but it can
already be pointed out that it is unlikely that the positive actions that the
Guidance recommends will address all possible negative impacts an organization
could have on the social system. We will look at each stakeholder group
separately.
Labour Issues
Appendix B lists a number of questions and examples in relation to employees
28

As with environmental issues it will largely depend on the management of the issue
whether it contributes to sustainability, e.g., how does an organization concretely
implement the Guidance and does this implementation itself contribute to social
sustainability.
29
The light grey marking for all rights under the principle of impartiality is due to the
basis of human rights being equally enjoyed by all, as stated in the preamble to the
Declaration of Human Rights.
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from a strategic social sustainability perspective. This is used for comparison
purposes. ISO 26000 introduces the issues related to employees as follows:
“The labour practices of an organization encompass all
policies and practices relating to work performed within, by
or on behalf of the organization, including subcontracted
work. Labour practices extend beyond the relationship of an
organization with its direct employees or the responsibilities
that an organization has at a workplace that it owns or
directly controls” (ISO 2010, 33).
As with many subjects, it also states that the primary responsibility of ensuring
worker´s rights lies with government; organizations should abide by the law
where law is adequate or by the principles underlying the ILO instruments if law
is inadequate. Figure 4 describes details for each issue (all information taken
directly from ISO 2010).
Subject

6.3 Human
Rights

6.4 Labour
Practices

Issue

Description of Issues
Fundamental principles and rights at work are focused on labour issues. They have been
adopted by the international community as basic human rights and as such are covered in
the human rights section. The International Labour Organization (ILO) has identified
6.3.10 Issue 8:
Fundamental principles fundamental rights at work: These include freedom of association and effective recognition
of the right to collective bargaining;the elimination of all forms of forced or compulsory
and rights at work
labour;the effective abolition of child labour; and the elimination of discrimination
regarding employment and occupation.
6.4.3 Issue 1:
Issue 1: significance of employment for human development; about regulation of
Employment and
relationship between employer and employee; employees require addition protection
employment
because power is not equal between them and employer – universally accepted
relationships
includes wages and other forms of compensation, working time, rest periods, holidays,
disciplinary and dismissal practices, maternity protection and welfare matters such as safe
6.4.4 Issue 2: Conditions drinking water, sanitation, canteens and access to medical services. Social protection refers
to all legal guarantees and organizational policies and practices to mitigate the reduction or
of work and social
loss of income in case of employment injury, illness, maternity, parenthood, old age,
protection
unemployment, disability or financial hardship and to provide medical care and family
benefit. Generally, the primary responsibility for social protection lies with the state.
includes all types of negotiation, consultation or exchange of information between or
6.4.5 Issue 3: Social
among representatives of governments, employers and workers, on matters of common
dialogue
interest relating to economic + social concerns.
concerns the promotion and maintenance of the highest degree of physical, mental and
6.4.6 Issue 4: Health and
social well-being of workers and prevention of harm to health caused by working
safety at work
conditions.
includes the process of enlarging people's choices by expanding human capabilities and
functioning, thus enabling women and men to lead long and healthy lives, to be
6.4.7 Issue 5: Human
knowledgeable and to have a decent standard of living. Human development also includes
development and
access to political, economic and social opportunities for being creative and productive and
training in the workplace
for enjoying self-respect and a sense of belonging to a community and contributing to
society.

Figure 4: Issues related to Labour.
Figure 3 gives an overview of how issues listed under 6.3.10 Human Rights
Issue 10 Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work and 6.4 Labour Practices
map to the Social Sustainability Principles. Heavy coverage is again on the
issues related to health. It is quickly seen that all principles except for obstacles
to meaning-making are touched upon, which though, is indirectly addressed
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since it included within the subject of human rights.
When comparing examples of possible violations above and the descriptions of
ISO´s Issues, however, one can see that the examples of violations provided in
ISO 26000 would not necessarily lead the mind to cover all the SPs of the FSSD.
While the ISO 26000 examples under health seem to relevantly exemplify this
whole principle, it is not clear whether all provided examples under “influence”
covered the full meaning of this principle. While Collective Bargaining Rights is
a match, Issue 3: Social Dialogue, may or may not include all aspects that
impact the workers. Further, whether this form of feedback allows for influence
from the workers depends heavily on whether in reality environments for true
dialogue exist. For this reason, the way dialogues are organized from a processpoint of view, belong to the third, “strategic guidelines level” of the FSSD. A
whistle-blower system, e.g., may still be required. Issue 5 Human Development
and Training, the only issue that addresses Competence, covers competence
development for individuals but does not address a lack of organizational
learning mechanism. Under Impartiality, discrimination seems to be only
indirectly covered by the human rights as well as issue 8. However, ‘excessive
differences in income’ is not addressed at all by any of the Guidance. Finally,
under obstacles to meaning-making, while the human rights cover issues related
to meaning-making via cultural expression, meaning-making in the sense of
organizational purpose and clear roles and responsibilities is not mentioned in
the entire Guidance at all. While meaningful work is mentioned as an essential
element in human development (p. 34), it is never addressed specifically how
this might be provided.
The following might illustrate why these issues, which have not been covered by
the Guidance, are relevant. Company X produces a good or service and in order
to do so relies on Company Y in its supply chain. In this case the workers at
Company Y are the system Company X might have social sustainability impacts
on. Company X has an interest in social sustainability at company Y because it
relies on this system (Company Y) in order to fulfill it´s own (Company X´s)
purpose. Based on a systematic understanding of social sustainability and the
importance of the essential aspects of social systems (trust, diversity, capacity
for learning, capacity to self-organize and meaning), Company X wants to make
sure that structural obstacles to peoples’ health, influence, competence,
impartiality or meaning-making do not exist at company Y. Company X would
then be interested in the capacity for learning in company Y to be able to
continuously rely on them in the long-term. A lack of organizational learning
mechanisms at company Y (one example of structural obstacles to competence)
may then be of interest to Company X because a lack of this mechanism would
not allow the company as a whole to continuously learn and innovate. Similarly,
because meaning is an important aspect of sustainable systems, there is an
interest in not obstructing the development of a clear purpose and clear roles (an
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example of structural obstacles to meaning-making). Finally, company X is
interested in trust in company Y because it may lead to more hassle-free
production. If trust in undermined, for example, if employees at company Y feel
that they cannot influence their own system or that their impartiality is violated
through an excessive difference in income (and who reaps the benefit of the
work), they might strike or revolt. While Company X cannot be responsible for
all that goes on at Company Y, it can make sure that it itself is not contributing
to violations of SSPs and thus take responsibility for their part.
Community Issues
ISO 26000 introduces the issues related to community as follows and follows up
with the issues depicted in Figure 5:
“It is widely accepted today that organizations have a
relationship with the communities in which they operate.
This relationship should be based on community involvement
so as to contribute to community development. Community in
this clause refers to residential or other social settlements
located in a geographic area that is in physical proximity to
an organization's sites or within an organization's areas of
impact. Community involvement goes beyond identifying and
engaging stakeholders in regard to the impacts of an
organization's activities; it also encompasses support for and
building a relationship with the community.
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Subject

Issue
6.8.3 Issue 1:
Community
involvement

Description of Issues
Community involvement is an organization's proactive outreach to the
community. It does not replace the need for taking responsibility for impacts on
society and the environment.
Education and culture are foundations for social and economic development
6.8.4 Issue 2:
and part of community identity. Preservation and promotion of culture and
Education and
6.8
promotion of education compatible with respect for human rights have positive
culture
Community
impacts on social cohesion and development.
involvement
6.8.5 Issue 3:
By creating employment, all organizations, large and small, can make a
and
Employment
contribution to reducing poverty and promoting economic and social
development
creation and skills development.
development
Health is an essential element of life in society and is a recognized human
6.8.8 Issue 6: Health right. Threats to public health can have severe impacts on communities and can
hamper their development.
Issue 1: Anticorruption
6.6 Fair
operating
practices

Corruption is the abuse of entrusted power for private gain. Corruption can
take many forms. Examples of corruption include bribery (soliciting, offering
or accepting a bribe in money or in kind) involving public officials or people in
the private sector, conflict of interest, fraud, money laundering, embezzlement,
concealment and obstruction of justice, and trading in influence.

Organizations can support public political processes and encourage the
Issue 2: Responsible
development of public policy that benefits society at large. Organizations
political
should prohibit use of undue influence and avoid behaviour, such as
involvement
manipulation, intimidation and coercion
The right to own property is a human right recognized in the Universal
Issue 5: Respect for
Declaration of Human Rights. Covers both physical property and intellectual
property rights
property

Figure 5: Issues related to Community Involvement and Development.
In comparison, Appendix C lists a number of questions and examples in relation
to community from a strategic social sustainability perspective. Figure 3 shows
that all social sustainability principles seem to be at least at a surface level, in
some form, covered. However, this subject serves as a great example where
positive actions do not necessarily cover all potential negative impacts.
When looking at ISO 26000 examples of possible violations one can see that the
examples of violations do not cover all the SSP’s. The SSP of health is
addressed by Issue 6: Health, which focuses on public health and addressing
health threats, such as HIV/AIDS and other diseases and supporting access to
medicine and vaccines. However, it is questionable whether it addresses issues
that undermine the health (in the sense of wholeness) of the community, such as
forced displacement or reliance on regimes that engage in suppression or torture.
Reliance on regimes that engage in oppression or torture could be covered under
Responsible Political Involvement and is addressed in the overall Subject of
Human Rights. Forced displacement could be covered under Respect for
Property Rights, but is not explicitly mentioned and may not cover communities
that do not have a culture of explicit property rights. While practices that
undermine access to basic resources like fresh air, fresh water, arable land (e.g.
pollution or land-grabbing) are partially covered by Subject 6.5 on environment,
land-grabbing might not be covered if property rights do not exist in the way the
western legal framework operates. However, these are issues that the

188

Paper E

organization might be directly contributing to. While the Guidance states that
proactive outreach to the community, does not replace taking responsibility for
impacts, it is not clear under which other subject such issues would become
evident. Finally, on health, “practices that undermine independent economic
development” are not necessarily covered as the provision of employment by
one large organization is not necessarily supporting independent economic
development. Under influence, practices that suppress/rely on the lack of
opportunity to express the communities´ opinion in relation to the organizations
work is addressed by Issue 1 in 6.8. Practices that suppress/rely on the lack of
opportunity to express the communities´ opinion in relation to political activity
in their community (e.g. reliance on political regime that engages in suppression
of free speech, does not have free elections, etc.) is covered by the overall
subject of human rights and practices that lead to ignoring the communities
wishes due to excessive use of the organization´s power (e.g. excessive
lobbying) seems covered by Issue 2 under 6.6. Obstacles to competence seem
directly covered by 6.8.4. Under both impartiality and meaning, the examples of
violations seem covered by the issues in the category or the subject of human
rights overall.
Similarly to the labour force, discussed above, organization X is interested in
social sustainability in the community it operates because it relies on the
community to produce its own products or services. If social sustainability in the
community is undermined, this might lead to civil unrest, which can be a risk
factor in relation to efficient production a organization X. Again, while
organization X cannot be responsible for all that goes on in each community, it
can make sure that it itself is not contributing to violations of SSPs and thus take
responsibility for their part.
Consumer Issues
Appendix D lists a number of questions and examples in relation to consumers
from a strategic social sustainability perspective. This is used as a comparison.
ISO 26000 introduces the issues related to consumers by stating that
“Organizations that provide products and services to consumers, as well as other
costumers, have responsibilities to those consumers and customers” (ISO 2010,
51). It uses the UN Guidelines for Consumer Protection as the basis for this
work. Figure 6 describes details for each issue (all information taken directly
from ISO 2010).
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Subject

Issue
6.7.3 Issue 1: Fair
marketing, factual and
unbiased information
and fair contractual
practices
6.7.4 Issue 2: Protecting
consumers' health and
safety
6.7.6 Issue 4: Consumer
service, support, and
complaint and dispute
6.7 Consumer
resolution
issues
6.7.7 Issue 5: Consumer
data protection and
privacy

Description of Issues
This allows consumers to make informed decisions about consumption and
purchases and to compare the characteristics of different products and
services. Fair contractual processes aim to protect the legitimate interests of
both suppliers and consumers by mitigating imbalances in negotiating power
between the parties.
Provision of products and services that are safe and that do not carry
unacceptable risk of harm when used or consumed.
Consumer service, support, and complaint and dispute resolution are the
mechanisms an organization uses to address the needs of consumers after
products and services are bought or provided.

intended to safeguard consumers' rights of privacy by limiting the types of
information gathered and the ways in which such information is obtained,
used and secured.
Although the state is responsible for ensuring that the right to satisfaction of
6.7.8 Issue 6: Access to basic needs is respected, there are many locations or conditions in which the
state does not ensure that this right is protected. An organization can
essential services
contribute to the fulfilment of this right
Education and awareness initiatives enable consumers to be well informed,
6.7.9 Issue 7: Education conscious of their rights and responsibilities, more likely to assume an active
role and to be able to make knowledgeable purchasing decisions and consume
and awareness
responsibly.

Figure 6: Issues related to Consumers.
Figure 3 gives an overview of how the consumer issues listed map to the SSPs.
It is immediately obvious that all principles are touched upon. When comparing
table X with the potential violations, it is also noticeable that in this category all
the potential violations listed so far are covered, except for the potential impacts
of advertising which are only partly touched upon in Issue 4. Issue 3:
Sustainable Consumption is not addressed here, because it is considered a
strategy for how decrease negative environmental and social impacts overall, by
the consumer and therefore indirectly by the organization.
The comprehensive coverage of potential violations might imply that
organizations naturally have a focus on their relationships to their customers. A
case for why organizations might be interested in minimizing their unsustainable
impact with their customers will therefore not be made.
4. DISCUSSION
Overall, the analysis has shown that ISO 2600 (in this paper referred to as the
Guidance) provides comprehensive guidance that addresses many of the
potential violations of the social sustainability principles (SSPs) of the
framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD). The analysis shows
also that there are existing examples of violations of the SSPs that are not
covered in the Guidance. Other examples of potential violations are also
possible. As already mentioned above, because the social system is complex and
there are myriad of ways to contribute to SSPs violations, this is not a surprise.
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It, however, makes it hard to come up with an exhaustive list that organizations
can use to assess and address their current situation and why the Guidance
cannot assure that its recommended actions alone will lead to social
sustainability. It is a powerful step in the right direction, but we believe it can
gain much from being informed by a more rigorous analysis in line with this
study.
Many organizations use and will want to continue using ISO 26000 because they
believe it creates legitimacy for their work. Because it is the de-facto standard,
using it potentially shows that an organization is ‘doing their part’. The fact that
the Guidance is not sufficient from a strategic sustainable development
perspective and the amount of overlap and confusion it includes, makes a case
for why a strategic framework for sustainability might be a helpful compliment
to the existing ISO Guidance. Other work has been done on how ISO 26000
allows for strategic planning in the field of Social Responsibility (Hahn 2012)
and shows that when analyzed across six commonly-used dimensions of
strategic planning, it performs worst in the categories related to strategy.30 This
is not surprising, considering it is hard to create viable strategies without a clear
understanding of the system and a concrete vision of what the goal (success)
might look like.
The SSPs are few and non-overlapping and allow each organization to assess for
itself how it might be contributing to violations now and what issues could come
up in the future. The FSSD in that sense is a mental model that empowers,
allows, and guides users in a strict but yet not prescriptive way how they may or
may not be contributing to society’s transition towards sustainability (as opposed
to “also think about sustainability”, vaguely and as an add-on acticity). It allows
organizations to innovate, plan, act and monitor long-term in a strategic and
cohesive way towards sustainability. In addition, it allows for guidance in
complexity, even when exact impacts cannot (yet) be determined. This addresses
two issues that Schwartz and Tilling (2009) also cite. First, they cite Power
(1997), asserting that the risk with standards is that they abstract complex issues
and can as a result shift focus from the complexities to things that can be verified
or measured (ibid, 296). This often leads to simplicity with reduction whereas
the FSSD´s explicit aim is to allow for simplicity without reduction (Broman et
al., 2000). Second, citing Brunsson (2002), they highlight that “by following a
legitimate external standard, an organization can avoid having to make its own
decisions on necessary actions” (Schwartz and Tilling, 2009, p. 292). While this
might seem tempting for an organization at first, a more active stance on
sustainable development will require that organizations are empowered enough
30

The six dimensions used are: Internal and external audit, Vision and Mission,
Establishing objectives, Generating strategies, Strategy Implementation and Strategy
Evaluation
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to make their own decisions. Jacobsson (2000, p. 45, cited in Schwartz &
Tilling, 2009, p. 292) cautions about standards leading to a focus on
implementing “the right procedures and produce[ing] the right documents, rather
than whether they are actually doing something differently.”
5. CONCLUSION
To conclude, ISO 26000 in many ways is a great achievement. It is
comprehensive, internationally agreed-upon and recognized. There is
tremendous value in it. This value could be enhanced were the Guidance to be
paired with a framework that allows users to plan and act systematically with a
long-term view towards sustainability, as the Guidance otherwise may become
a time-consuming ‘check the boxes’ exercise that does not lead strategically
closer to sustainability, which after all is its intended aim.
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Subject +
issues by
stakeholder
group

198

Issues that
describe
ways to
reach the
goal
Issue 6: Health

Community
6.6 Fair
operating
practices

Issue 7: Education and awareness

6.8 Community
involvement
and
development

Issue 4: Consumer service, support, and complaint and dispute
resolution
Issue 5: Consumer data protection and privacy
Issue 6: Access to essential services

Issue 4: resolving
grievances

Issue 3: Sustainable consumption

Workers

Issue 2: Protecting consumers' health and safety

Issue 3:
Issue 2: Human
Avoidance
rights risk
of
situations
Complicity

Issue 3: Fair competition
Issue 2: Responsible political involvement
Issue 4: Promoting social responsibility in the value
Issue 5: Respect for property rights
chain
Issue 1: Fair marketing, factual and unbiased information and fair
contractual practices

Issue 6: Civil and Political Rights

Issue 1: Anti-corruption

Issue 3: Employment creation and skills development

Issue 7: Social investment

6.2 Org. Governance

Issue 5: Wealth and income creation

6.4 Labour Practices

Issue 2: Education and culture

ISO Subject

Issue 4: Technology development and access

Issue 1: Community involvement

Issue 5: Human development and training in the workplace

Issue 2: Conditions of work and social protection
Issue 3: Social dialogue
Issue 4: Health and safety at work

Issue 1:
Due
diligence

4.8 Respect for human rights

Issues that
describe the
goal
6.3
HR

Issue 1: Employment and employment relationships

Stakeholder Group

4.4 Ethical behaviour
4.5 Respect for stakeholder interests
4.6 Respect for the rule of law
4.7 Respect for international norms of
behaviour

ISO Subject

Issue 8: Fundamental principles and rights at work

Issues that
Overarching describe the
goal
Subject:
Human Rights Issues that
describe
ways to
reach the
goal

4.3 Transparency

4.2 Accountability
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Appendix A: A re-organized overview of ISO 26000
6.3 Human Rights
Issue 7: Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

Issue 5:
Discrimiation
and vulnerable
groups

Consumers

6.7 Consumer issues
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Appendix A cont´d


Human rights as an overarching subject as many of the other subjects are
applications of the human rights standard to various stakeholder groups
(workers, the larger community, consumers).



Distinguishes between issues that describe actual goals, e.g. human rights,
and strategic guidelines for reaching the goals, e.g. due diligence, avoidance
of complicity, etc.



Subject 6.6 Fair operating practices lumped together with community
involvement as both address impacts on the larger system, such as the
communities an organization might operate in.



6.2 Organizational Governance as strategic guidelines for how an
organization should behave on its way to reaching the goal of upholding
human rights as well as the goals set by the other subjects (respect for
human rights has been omitted as a principle in Figure 2 due to the obvious
overlap.
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Appendix B: Labour (Employees and workers in the supply chain):
Issues mapped to SSP Violations.
(reads across page 200 and 201)

Principle

General Category

Example
Unfair compensation (not enough to live
on)

Contribution to
structural obstacles
to health

health and safety: excessive work hours;
unsafe + unhealthy working conditions
harassment or abuse (emotional or
physical)
forced labor, child labor

Contribution to
structural obstacles
to influence

Practices that surpress feedback
within the org

no formal mechanisms to report up the
command-chain, lack of whistle-blower
system

Practices that surpress employees
influence on the governance of the
org

No collective bargaining rights
lack of opportunities for competence
development
lack of mechanisms for organizational
learning and development
no developlemt talks

Contribution to
structural obstacles
to competence
Contribution to
structural obstacles
to impartiality

Practices of discrimination

discirmination

Practices that promote economic
inequality

large differences in income within org
lack of clear purpose of the org

Contribution to
structural obstacles
to meaning-making

lack of clear roles and responsbilities for
individuals
Disrespect of employee´s culture

200

x

6.4.7 Issue 5: Human development
and training in the workplace

6.4.6 Issue 4: Health and safety at
work

6.4.5 Issue 3: Social dialogue

6.3 HR

6.4.4 Issue 2: Conditions of work
and social protection

6.4.3 Issue 1: Employment and
employment relationships

Issue 8: Fundamental principles
and rights at work
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Appendix B continued
6.4 Labour Practices

x
x

x

x

x

?

x
x

x
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Appendix C: Community (not already covered by workers): Issues mapped to SSP
Violations
(reads across page 202 and 203).
Principle

General category

practices that cause direct harm (rely on
any form of direct abuse?)
practices that undermine access to basic
Contribution to
resources, e.g fresh air, fresh water,
structural obstacles to ariable land
health
practices that undermine independent,
economic development

Example
forced removal of communities
pollution, land-grabbing

reliance on political regime that
engages in harassment and abuse
No formal mechanisms for the
Practices that surpress/rely on the lack of
communities to give
opportunity to express the communities´
opinion/influence the aspects of the
opinion in relation to our work?
business that affect them
Contribution to
Practices that surpress/rely on the lack of
Reliance on political regime that
structural obstacles to opportunity to express the
engages in surpression of free speech,
influence
communities´opinion in relation to
does not have free elections, etc
political activity in their community?
Practices that lead to ignoring
communities wishes due to excessive use Excessive lobbying
of org´s power
practices that cause harm indirectly

Contribution to
Practices that rely on/promote lack of
structural obstacles to education/competence development in
competence
community

child labor

Contribution to
structural obstacles to
impartiality

Discrimination in the selection of
workforce
Reliance on political regimes that
engage in discrimination
Engaging in Corruption or relying on
corrupt regimes

Contribution to
structural obstacles to
meaning-making

202

Reliance on political regimes that
engage in surpression of cultural
expression
Disrespect of local culture

Issue 5: Respect for
property rights

6.8 Community involvement and
development

Issue 2:
Responsible
political
involvement

Issue 1: Anticorruption

6.8.8 Issue 6:
Health

6.8.5 Issue 3:
Employment
creation and skills
development

6.8.4 Issue 2:
Education and
culture

6.8.3 Issue 1:
Community
involvement
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Appendix C continued
6.6 Fair operating
practices
HR

?

x

x
x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

203

False information,
false advertising

Conribution to
structural obstacle
to competence

Advertising

Contribution to
structural obstacles
to meaning-making

Practices that alter
meaning-making
subversively

Prohibitive pricing of
basic goods

Conribution to
structural obstacle
to impartiality

Practices that
promote false
understanding

(report issues,
costumers service)

Conribution to
structural obstacle
to influence

Example
product´s health and
safty impacts
impacts of advertising
on psychological wellbeing

General category

Conribution to
structural obstacle
to health

Principle

6.7.3 Issue 1: Fair
marketing, factual and
unbiased information
and fair contractual
practices
x

x

6.7.4 Issue 2: Protecting
consumers' health and
safety
x

x

6.7.6 Issue 4: Consumer
service, support, and
complaint and dispute
resolution

204

x

6.7.7 Issue 5: Consumer
data protection and
privacy

6.7 Consumer issues
6.7.8 Issue 6: Access to
essential services
x

x
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Appendix D: Consumer: Issues mapped to SSP Violations.

6.7.9 Issue 7: Education
and awareness

ABSTRACT

A common criticism of the sustainability field
is that definitions are vague and that the vast
amount of different tools, methods and concepts
leads to confusion. In response to this challenge,
for the past 25 years a group of scientists has explored the possibility to develop an overarching
and unifying framework that would allow for a
structured overview of other concepts, methods
and tools and therefore allow for concrete, strategic planning for sustainability. Over this 25-year
period the Framework for Strategic Sustainable
Development (FSSD) has been tested in learning
loops between scientists and practitioners and
has continuously been developed. The aim of this
research is to contribute specifically to the social
sustainability definition of this framework, which
has been found lacking both in theory and practice.
The research first establishes exactly in which
ways the social dimension is underdeveloped,
both from a theoretical and from a practitioner’s
perspective. In addition, the research explores
the general field of social sustainability in order
to understand the larger field, but also to gather
inspiration and understand similar approaches.
This exploration leads to the conclusion that the
larger field of social sustainability is also underdeveloped and underscores the importance of
this research.
Based on this conclusion, a new approach to social sustainability within the FSSD is created based
on a systems approach to the social system.

2015:09

Various aspects of the social system are identified to be essential for sustainability, namely trust,
common meaning, diversity, capacity for learning
and capacity for self-organization. Then, overriding mechanisms by which these aspects of the
social system can be degraded are identified. Based on the understanding of the essential aspects
of the social system and the identified overriding
mechanisms of degradation of these, a hypothesis for a definition of social sustainability by basic
principles is presented. The proposed principles
are, that in a socially sustainable society, people
are not subject to structural obstacles to: (1)
health, (2) influence, (3) competence, (4) impartiality and (5) meaning-making. These aim to function as exclusion criteria for re-design for social
sustainability.
The research then presents two evaluations of
this new approach, one based on workshops and
interviews with FSSD practitioners and one via
an FSSD-analysis of ISO 26000. Both evaluations
support this new approach as useful and workable, and also contribute to suggestions for further
improvement.
Overall, the research contributes with a hypothesis for a definition of social sustainability, which
is general enough to be applied irrespective of
spatial and temporal constraints, but concrete
enough to guide decision-making and monitoring.
This is a contribution to systems science in the
sustainability field, and it is a step towards creating an enhanced support for strategic planning
and innovation for sustainability.
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