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Abstract
This article reviews the development of social quality indicators and the challenges ahead.
First, through a review of recent Asian and Australian work carried out on social quality
indicators, and the World Bank related work on “social development indicators,” the article
argues that social quality indicators research should move beyond the empirical level of
particular policy areas. Therefore, it should be guided by a clear methodological perspective
regarding the role of indicators as part of a social quality theory (SQT) and their relation to
the social quality approach (SQA). Second, the article opens a debate about the rationale
behind distinguishing between three different functions of social quality indicators. Indicators
should address the change in the conditional factors in daily life, as manifested in its
economic, socio-political, socio-cultural and environmental dimensions, in order to examine
the consequences of general trends and contradictions in (1) societal circumstances, (2) the
development (or lack of development) toward sustainability, and (3) the related issue of
sustainable urban development. Before 2010 social quality scholars mainly concentrated on
the first issue. Recently, however, they are approaching all three issues. It is essential to
delve deeper into SQT and the SQA for understanding these three issues separately and
integrally. This has implications for the nature of social quality indicators and their
comparison to those of other mainstream approaches; the article introduces this agenda of
work.

Keywords: social quality approach (SQA); social quality indicators; social quality theory
(SQT); sustainability; sustainable urban development

Introduction: A New Point of Departure
The Start of Social Quality Work in Europe, East Asia and Australia

Based on deductive theoretical work and preliminary inductive-oriented explorations in
fourteen European countries, European scholars of the social quality approach (SQA) have
constructed a consistent set of ninety-five society-focused indicators. The deductive work
concerned the conceptualization of “the social” and the recognition of three sets of factors to
determine the change of the “quality of the social,” as demonstrated in Figure 1. The
definitions of all concepts used in this architecture are derived from the conceptualization of
“the social” as the outcome of the productive and reproductive relationships of people (van
der Maesen and Walker 2012). Social quality indicators are instruments to understand the
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changes in the four conditional factors. In 2005 the first results of the application of these
indicators were presented in fourteen national reports, published on the socialquality.org
website and summarized in a double issue of the European Journal of Social Quality
(Gordon et al. 2005). As I will argue below recently a distinction has been made between
three main issues of social quality thinking. These concern societal circumstances, overall
sustainability and sustainable urban development. This distinction is crucial for the nature of
social quality indicators. Social quality indicators research to explore societal circumstances
started in East Asia and Australia with support from European scholars in the late 2000s.
This led to the establishment of the Asian Consortium for Social Quality (EFSQ 2011).
According to Phillips (2008), the collective emphasis in Asian ontology is indeed compatible
with the notion of the social as being absolutely central to social quality, as opposed to the
individualistic orientation of English-speaking countries. The question was raised whether
social quality indicators are useful for analyzing trends and contradictions in societal
circumstances worldwide.

Figure 1: The Social Quality Architecture
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Do central values (assumptions and propositions) underlying these indicators differ between
West and East? This article argues that social quality theory’s (SQT) conceptual framework
has a universal tendency by nature and that the measures are commensurable as a
condition for international application and comparison. The recent Asian and Australian work
has, it is argued here, only changed practical aspects of the social quality indicators, in order
to address specific aspects of their societies more expressively (Mitchell and Temple 2007;
Oishi 2007; Bureekul 2007; Wang et al. 2009; Yee and Chang 2009; Ward et al. 2011; Lin
2011). However, according to Giri (2011), the social quality discourse (like the human
security discourse) does not sufficiently reflect the profound rethinking of both “the social”
and “the human” in current social theorizing.
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A New Horizon
Implicitly, the Asian and Australian scholars mentioned above presented an alternative to the
European work on “social progress” done by, for example, Stiglitz and colleagues, who failed
to deliver any understanding of the adjective “social” in the concept of “social progress”
(Stiglitz et al. 2009). Their report remains within the dominant economic paradigm and was
limited to ad hoc pragmatic-technocratic indicators (or monitoring devices) to understand
societal circumstances (Herrmann 2012a). For instance, although the Asian societies
demonstrate an impressive improvement in both economic growth (based on gross domestic
product [GDP] variables) and political democratization, researchers find that people are often
not satisfied with their daily life. Asian researchers found – by applying social quality
indicators to analyse the survey data in seven Asian regions – that declines in trust formed a
major barrier to enhancing social quality in these regions (Lin et al. 2012). In South Korea
scholars also recognized a reduced trust in public institutions, which affects the quality of
social cohesion and weakens structural empowerment, as understood in SQT (Yee and
Chang 2011). 2

The extension of social quality work to two other continents – Asia and Australia – was a
source of inspiration for transcending the attention restricted to the first issue, namely to
analyse the effect of trends and contradictions in societal circumstances. Two essential
issues were added by engaged scholars, namely, “overall sustainability” and “sustainable
urban development.” A start for this extension was made especially due to the results of the
work of a Dutch thinktank on sustainability and the recent social quality work in the Dutch
city of The Hague (van der Maesen and Walker 2012). The question should be how to
understand the interrelationships between both essential issues and the issue of societal
circumstances. Which role can the SQT and the SQA (and its indicators, profiles and criteria)
play to enhance this understanding. Therefore, a basic proposition of this article is that these
three main issues need to be connected in order to understand the perspectives of human
existence. The key challenge concerns a change in our thinking on the way of living and
living together, rather than sticking to repair strategies. This implies a thorough
understanding of “the social,” demanding a new conceptual and methodological framework
to explore these interrelated issues. The final aim of the article is how to integrate processes
concerning the three main issues in such a way that the four normative factors of social
quality (see Figure 1) are respected in such a way that human existence remains within the
boundaries of the resilience of the entire natural system of the planet. The role of SQT and

6
IJSQ Working Paper Series nr. 12
Analyzing Societal Circumstances & SQ Indicators
Based on IJSQ vol. 3, issue 1

the SQA with regard to the three main issues is illustrated in Figure 2. This figure indicates
my proposal of the main challenge of SQT and the SQA. In this article I will explore this
challenge and a number of consequences for the coming work on social quality indicators
further.

Figure 2. Orientation on New Relationships

Societal circumstanc es

Overall susta inability

(trends & contradictions )

Societal
innovation
strategies:
economic,
socio-political,
socio-cultural,
environmental

(trends & contradictions)

Social quality
(SQT & SQA)

Sustainable urban de velopment
(t rends & c ontradictions)



Enhancing Social Quality Indicators for Analyzing Societal Circumstances
A Heuristic Distinction
In order to enhance the significance of social quality indicators to understand changes of
societal circumstances – the first main issue for social quality thinking –, it is important to
distinguish between “policy-area-specific indicators,” or monitoring devices, and the social
quality indicators themselves. The results of trends and policy areas can be monitored in
quantitative terms. For example, GDP variables are functional for monitoring quantitative
changes in the economic dimension of daily circumstances. In the same vein, we can
measure outputs with monitoring devices for the socio-political, socio-cultural and
environmental dimensions of daily circumstances. Recent decades have brought a huge
expansion of statistical data, essentially consisting of policy-area-specific indicators.
However, this explosive growth has a paradoxical aspect. It tends to reinforce policy
fragmentation, making it hard for us to see that these dimensions are connected and that,
therefore, policy makers should tackle problems in a holistic way (Gasper et al. 2013).
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Changes in the four conditional factors may be demonstrated by applying these sorts of
specific indicators, but for their explanation social quality indicators are required. Thanks to
the application of these indicators in the same way in each of the four elements or
dimensions of societal circumstances – the economic, socio-political, socio-cultural and
environmental – we are able to compare processes in these dimensions, as part of their
integrated (comprehensive) understanding.

The social quality indicators are not designed to monitor or measure in the traditional sense
of the word. They aim to offer provisional instruments to grasp relationships on a more
general and abstract level (Beck et al. 2001). In other words, there is a distinction between,
first, indicators (or monitoring devices) as constructed by ad hoc “pragmatic” procedures
(see, e.g., the indicators for quality of life, social capital, social development, human
development), and, second, the social quality indicators that have been constructed on the
basis of deductive and inductive forms of reasoning. The indicators created by ad hoc
pragmatic procedures remain random and eclectic empirical descriptions. They may be
effective for the demonstration of policy outcomes; however, to create a profound and
integrated understanding of the effects of trends and contradictions in and between the four
dimensions of societal circumstances, such indicators are not adequate.
A Three-Stage Construction of Social Quality Indicators
SQT suggests a theoretically grounded procedure for the elaboration of social quality
indicators (van der Maesen 2009). This procedure is illustrated in Figure 3. The abstract
explanation (see below) will be clarified in subsequent sections through a discussion of the
applied procedures with regard to: (1) social development indicators, (2) sustainable
development indicators, and (3) cities of opportunity indicators. The first element of Figure 3
concerns the particular subject matter of each conditional factor (their domains and subdomains), intrinsically related to the subject matter of “the social.” The second is the
conditional factor’s specificity or characteristic, or the manifestations of its subject matter,
namely, the resources distinguished as necessary for human existence. The third element
concerns the mutual relationship or empirically reliable complementarity of the four
conditional factors (and their domains and sub-domains). Therefore, we should focus on this
three-stage composition of the elements for all conditional factors to get a comprehensive
understanding of the domains, sub-domains and their indicators (van der Maesen and
Walker 2012: 94–116). For example, – see Figure 1 on the social quality architecture – the
conditional factor of socio-economic security consists of five domains and twelve subdomains (Gordon et al. 2005; Gordon 2012). See, similarly, Berman and Phillips (2012) for
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social cohesion, Walker and Walker (2012) for social inclusion, and Herrmann (2012b) for
social empowerment, the other three conditional factors.

Constructing the domains and sub-domains of each conditional factor is not a linear matter.
The theoretical affinity between “the social” and each conditional factor and, therefore, the
theoretical affinity between each conditional factor, is clarified with the help of this tripartite or
three-stage composition, as illustrated in Figure 3. At first, analyzing the tripartite
composition of the conditional factors increases our understanding of the rationale, the
purpose and the nature of indicators. It will also increase, second, our understanding of four
questions formulated in the SQT, namely, the appropriateness, coherence and adequacy of
the constructed social quality indicators, as well as the availability of “functional data.” The
lack of data is especially recognized for indicators of the sub-domains of social
empowerment. This demonstrates that we need to follow a methodological procedure when
constructing social quality indicators that is based on the conceptual points of departure of
social quality theory (SQT). Furthermore, Figure 3 illustrates that SQT presents guidelines
for a critical interpretation of the chosen indicators: are they really appropriate, coherent and
adequate, and do we have available data for their application? After the final determination
of ninety-five indicators and their application in fourteen European countries, a first critical
evaluation was made along this line of reasoning. This led to a number of changes of certain
indicators and a search for new adequate data (van der Maesen 2009).

Four Arguments for Upgrading the First European Sets of Indicators
A number of Asian and Australian scholars have argued that social quality theory has not
sufficiently been empirically tested yet, given the difficulty of developing a validated and
reliable tool to “measure social quality.” No studies have been undertaken to develop and
really evaluate such a tool (Meyer et al. 2010: 331). Asian and Australian universities have
offered to fill this gap. However, this comment does not seem completely adequate. It is of
interest that they implicitly make a distinction
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Figure 3:

Issues in the Three-Stage Construction of the Indicators
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This distinction is important and has not been fully thought through; to do so is a priority.
SQT paves the way – rightly or wrongly – for “social quality architecture,” with its distinction
between the four constitutional factors (referring the individual cognitive and emotional
aspects), the four conditional factors (referring to the objective societal aspects) and the four
normative factors (referring to the ethical aspects of human existence: see Figure 1). It is
presented as a logical outcome of the theory’s central assumptions and should be tested
according to existing scientific rules (van der Maesen and Walker 2012). Given its
complexity we should apply an approach, namely, the SQA, for its scientifically acceptable
confirmation. One of the elements of this SQA is the elucidation (or development) of (1) the
conditional factors, (2) their domains, (3) their sub-domains and (4) their indicators. Both
other elements concern the elaboration and elucidation of the profiles and criteria. See
Figure 1.

The development and application of these indicators is not “a tool” but a specific
methodology for the confirmation of the theory to adequately contribute to politics and
policies. In this context Asian and Australian scholars made a plea for a more adequate
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recognition of the sub-domains of the conditional factors which are relevant in this part of the
world as well as for a better identification of more reliable and valid indicators of the
subdomains and a new search for relevant data. It is important to realize that this concerns
one aspect of the whole “social quality architecture.” Therefore, research on the
constitutional and normative factors should follow soon. There are indeed at least four
reasons for deepening our understanding of the social quality indicators of the conditional
factors. First, the conclusions already formulated from the first application of the social
quality indicators in fourteen European countries (van der Maesen 2009) propose many
arguments for adjusting these indicators to the essence of what is illustrated in Figure 3.
Second, the differences in societal circumstances in European, Asian and Australian regions
are a motive to rethink the nature of the sub-domains of the conditional factors, and thus
their indicators (see below). A third important reason is that until now the immense
consequences of current “communication and information technologies” have not really been
taken into account, neither in deductive considerations nor in inductive ones (Wallace
2012).1 They will change the productive and reproductive human interrelationships, thus the
nature of ‘’the social”. The fourth reason is that great new challenges for SQT – concerning
overall sustainability and sustainable urban development – demand a further enhancement
of the nature and functions of social quality indicators.

The Asian and Australian Research of Societal Circumstances

The members of the different “social quality teams” in Asia and Australia have argued that
the original social quality indicators presented by European scholars are not sufficient to
understand and explain what take place in the sub-domains of the conditional factors in their
countries. One of the central concerns in applying social quality indicators and interpreting
the outcomes are the differences in approach to the relationship between the questionnaire
and the indicators. Several questionnaire items were removed because they were not found
to be consistent. Asian teams reported on the decision to closely approximate what is
relevant for the indicators in their surveys – the information provided by the survey and the
related indicators are not redundant but complement each other. Furthermore, the choice
was made to break down the whole set of questions into multiple layers and modules. By
layers the team members mean the distinction between core questions and optional
questions. With this two layered system of questions every team raises all of the core
questions, with optional questions at their disposal (Chang 2009). An advanced methodology
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was used to empirically test this. According to the Australian study, “we need to have
empirical data on the domains of social quality [referred to here as to the domains of the
conditional factors], especially in relation to the groups who have lower social quality, to
inform development of the current SQT” (Meyer et al. 2010: 355).
In other words, the Asian and Australian scholars are especially concerned with the
appropriateness, coherence and adequacy of the indicators as well as the relevance of
available data. SQT itself was not put in question, but rather the current suppositions of the
nature of some sub-domains or the chosen indicators of some sub-domains of the
conditional factors. For instance, Lin and colleagues (2012) demonstrates the overlap of
indicators in several sub-domains and also questions the relation between some subdomains of social inclusion and social empowerment. His survey outcomes show a weak
correlation between these two sets of factors.
Often, conclusions are drawn on the nature of social quality (at a specific place at a specific
time) on the basis of survey outcomes analyzing only conditional factors. However, the
constitutional factors are essential for a final judgment – with the help of the normative
factors – of the nature of social quality. This confusion derives from the lack of a sharp
distinction between the more broad SQT (which considers three sets of factors) and the
current restricted SQA (oriented to only one set of factors). The need for a broad SQT is
demonstrated by the extension of its orientation to overall sustainability and sustainable
urban development.

A Comparison with “Social Development Indicators” in the World Bank
Tradition
In order to clarify the current SQA and its indicators for understanding changes in societal
circumstances, it may be helpful to compare it with the different approaches that show
affinity with the SQA. I will refer to a recent study on social development indicators, based on
the Human Development Index. It is recently published at the Institute of Social Studies (ISS,
The Hague) and supported by the World Bank and the OECD. It explores the relationship
between development aid, civil society and development outcomes (van Staveren and
Ebbink

2012).

According

the

researchers, its

rich

and

innovative

database

of

multidimensional social development indicators is the key asset of this study. The study’s
thesis is that information about informal institutions and social capital brought a relatively
new dimension to development economics. It argued for an understanding of a “civil society”
dimension in addition to the market and the state dimensions. The authors noticed that many
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researchers adhere to shared social norms and pro-social values in a society, leading to
social cohesion as the basis for both so-called informal institutions and social capital: “the
strength of integrating civil society through information institutions and social capital
variables is that indeed a missing link was found: the variables often, though not
consistently, show statistically significant results with development outcomes” (van Staveren
and Ebbink 2012: 15).

According to the authors, the concept of “social development” is crucial for this database.
However, it remains unclear in their study what “social development” is and how to respond
to serious comments on the lack of theoretical elaboration of this concept (Apthorpe 1997,
2008; Walker 2009). Therefore, the conceptual and methodological relationship between
social development and the database of social development indices remains unclear.
Furthermore, the theoretical relationship between this issue and the chosen problematic,
which refers to the relationships of so-called informal organizations, social capital, social
cohesion and civil society, is not discussed.
Finally, the focus is on the application of indicators, without explaining the relation between
them and the aspects of the chosen problematic. The study aims to generate a set of
coherent, broad-based indices of “civil society” for a large number of countries. It uses three
indices from its database as measures of “civil society,” namely, civic activism, intergroup
cohesion, and clubs and associations. The authors argue that hypotheses about these
indices are suitable for testing (van Staveren and Ebbink 2012: 21).
With the help of Figure 4, I will articulate two related problems. The horizontal double arrow
in the figure indicates the procedure applied in SQT and used for the elaboration of the SQA.
We should theoretically grasp the nature of societal complexities (a) to understand the
nature of the chosen problematic (b) and its essential aspects (c). This is a deductive
approach, based on previous inductive investigations. Then we should grasp empirical
verifiable dimensions or elements that demonstrate the aspects of the problematic. They
should be analyzed by its determining factors (d). Finally, instruments are needed to explore
the changes to these factors (e). Figure 3 refers to the elaboration of (d) and (e). SQT
distinguishes between the constitutional factors (cognitive-oriented), the conditional factors
(objective-oriented) and the normative factors (ethically oriented). These factors should
apply different instruments (see Figure 1). In the ISS study on social development indicators,
this procedure was not applied. The already existing database of multidimensional social
development indicators (e) was used. This took place independent of theorizing societal
complexities, the related choice of the problematic and the related aspects of this
problematic.
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In addition, the authors do not seem to deliver a theoretical-conceptual framework to
understand their suppositions, and therefore the methodological relationship between social
development and the database of social development indices remains unclear. Furthermore,
the theoretical relationship between this issue and the chosen problematic, which refers to
the relationships of informal organizations, social capital, social cohesion and civil society, is
not discussed. Finally – and see Figure 4 – focus is on the application of only one instrument
(namely, indicators) and the sophisticated interpretation of the outcomes. However, the
extension of instruments and how those instruments can be used to explore the changes in
the four dimensions of daily life (economic, socio-political, socio-cultural and environmental),
resulting in a profound understanding of the aspects of the problematic, are lacking. This
constitutes the first problem of the ISS study. There is also a second problem. The ISS study
on social development indicators aims to explain and deepen our understanding of social
capital and social cohesion. It is supposed to enable understanding of the civil society, next
to the state and the market societies. However, analysts and policy makers promoting a
“social capital” approach pay little attention to understanding the adjective “social” and
suppose, instead, that the economic concept of “capital” can simply be connected with a
convenient adjective (van der Maesen and Walker 2012: 115). According to Coole, the
interest in social capital is best understood not as a theoretically responsible approach, but
as a policy initiative designed to repair the ideological resources of the contemporary neoliberal states: “its significance has altered as it is subordinated to strategies of governance
and becomes integral to experiments that Western governments are undertaking to renew or
reinvent the means of managing their populations as a project of civil renewal” (2009: 375).
Therefore, it does not become clear why themes such as trust, values and norms are
discussed under the heading of social capital, because they are also discussed under the
heading of social cohesion, without explaining the ontological-conceptual aspects of both
concepts. Social capital and social cohesion seem to be different sides of the same unknown
coin. It follows logically then that the related concept “civil society” is hanging in the air. Do
we have to make a distinction between the state society, the market society and the civil
society? According to the authors, a distinction should be made between formal and informal
organizations as well. However, theoretical underpinning of their difference and its heuristic
meaning is lacking. Nor is it explained how to legitimate the relation between the existing
indicators (of what) and this orientation.
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Figure 4: From Concept to Indicators: A Deductive and Inductive Reciprocity
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Due to these unresolved issues, the relation between the factors of the elements (d) and the
instruments to be applied (e) on behalf of a profound understanding of the aspects of the
problematic (c) remains unexplained. With this in mind, how can their conclusions have a
practical significance for policy makers? The question is not the use of existing data as a
result of widely used surveys. The point is which indicators are constructed for what (how to
legitimate the indices) and how they are applied in using these data. In other words, this
study is based on inductive forms of reasoning without confronting (or connecting) this with
deductive forms of reasoning. We may conclude that these “social development indicators” –
like the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi proposals – are based on an ad hoc and attempted
commonsense understanding of “realities” or the “immediately given” and may be worthwhile
as “dimension-specific indicators” or monitoring devices, as discussed earlier. When
analyzing the effect of fundamental trends and contradictions, however, we should take an
additional step, as proposed in the articles’ introduction, namely to focus on the issue of
overall sustainability.
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Development toward Sustainability and Social Quality Indicators
The Environmental Dimension and the Concept of Sustainability
The previous section refers to the theory-based construction of social quality indicators to
explore the effect of general trends and contradictions (as well as of related politics and
policies) in societal circumstances as the first function of these indicators. In this section
suppositions concerning a second function in order to understand processes of development
toward sustainability are discussed: the second main issue for social quality thinking. This
too should be based on the theory behind the four previous figures as well. The framework
of SQT is oriented to the analysis and understanding of the complexity of human activities.
And as argued, it recognizes, next to the economic and environmental dimensions, two other
dimensions: the socio-political dimension (authoritative allocation of resources for daily life)
and the socio-cultural dimension (the cognitive and emotional aspects of daily life). This
essentially differs from the “three dimensions of sustainability” (the economic, social and
environmental dimensions) as presented in the famous Brundtland Report (UN 1987) and
widely accepted since that time. These three dimensions are repeated in the report about
social progress by Stiglitz and colleagues (Stiglitz et al. 2009). However, the “social
dimension” remains a vague residual, comprising whatever is not economy and
environmental; and operationally it remains a ragbag of disparate non-integrated concerns,
as we saw in the formulations of social capital or social development (Gasper et al. 2013).
This may change with the help of SQT.
With the help of SQT, a specific ontological interpretation can be made of these four (and not
three) dimensions as a condition to construct a SQA. Based on the foregoing arguments a
distinction can be made between policy-area-specific indicators (or devices to also monitor
effects of interventions) and the more abstract social quality indicators for an integrated and
(comprehensive) understanding of processes in and between these dimensions. With regard
to overall sustainability, the most compelling challenge is to maintain the ecological
equilibrium. Useful metrics for measuring this were being developed as early as 1987, the
most well-known being “the environmental utilization space” (Opschoor 2010). Rockstrom
and others called for identifying and quantifying planetary boundaries that must not be
transgressed, to help prevent human activities from causing unacceptable environmental
change. They coined the term “safe operating space for humanity” to describe the space
contained within those (interlinked) planetary boundaries. Based on available data with
regard to control variables, they conclude that three (out of nine so far identified) interlinked
planetary boundaries have already been overstepped: with regard to climate change, the
rate of biodiversity loss and the nitrogen cycle (Rockstrom 2012; Galaz et al. 2012a, 2012b;
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Foley et al. 2010). In our terms these variables concern the “dimensionspecific” indicators of
the “environmental dimension.” Mankind today is severely challenging resilience, the longterm capacity of the natural system of the planet to deal with change and to continue to
develop the entire natural system of the planet. Once that resilience is secured – and this
refers to the environmental dimension – an important step has been made toward
sustainability.

This may also be seriously frustrated if the complex of human activities is in imbalance (e.g.,
by war, suppression, human exploitation). These considerations lead to the following
definition of sustainability: “a state of dynamic equilibrium between the entire interactive
ensemble of non-living and living entities, functioning within the boundaries of a resilient
system” (van Renswoude et al. 2012: 8). These living entities include the vast complex of
human activities as expressed in the economic, socio-political and socio-cultural dimensions.
Once both forms of equilibrium have been reached by “development toward sustainability,”
further development can be called “sustainable development” if it does not undermine
equilibrium and resilience. This awareness challenges the quintessence of the normative
leading (Western) principle that the allocation of resources will be determined only by (the
current dominant) economics, which can determine the principles upon which society is
based, the decisive argument being profit.
While we notice an increase of economic studies about the significance of public goods,
public bads and market failures, according to Gasper “it contains little discussion of the
human meaning of these ‘failures’ including the likely resulting anger, conflict and
desperation that will bring further layers of costs” (2013). With this in mind we may
understand a report, recently published, supported by more than 350 European “economists
and social scientists.” The authors argue that the current crisis lies in a massive
overexpansion of the financial sector. This enforces income differences within countries and
major imbalances between the prosperous countries of Northern Europe and the countries of
the Eastern and Southern European periphery. They plead for “promoting large-scale
investment programmes in socially and environmentally desirable projects that will reestablish full-employment” (EMG 2013). But how are “socially and environmentally desirable
projects” defined? Based on a large number of examples, a study recently published about
the “myth of the green economy” demonstrates that the predominant pattern is to formulate
pleas for change, without a real will to change. Furthermore, the slogan “People Planet
Profit” is, at the end of the day, oriented only toward making profit (Kenis and Lievens 2012).
Instead of maximizing economic growth in the expectation that it will lead to an enhanced
“quality of life” for individual people, we should try to maximize social quality and determine
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which (and to what extent) economic activities, permissible within the physical boundaries
(or within the “safe operating space”) are needed to help achieve this. This points to a
radically different approach to achieving sustainability, in that a sizeable, immaterial
(qualitative) dimension of human wellbeing is already incorporated from the very start and
that economic activities should be at the services of enhancing social quality within the safe
operating space. This also follows Ling’s argument in his study about the sustainability of
cities (2005). However, for the integration of the effect of processes in all four dimensions of
daily life– the economic, socio-political, socio-cultural and environmental – the “social quality
architecture” as intermediary should be extended (see Figure 1). A recently published Dutch
report proposes to add the following (van Renswoude et al. 2012: 28–29):

• to the constitutional factors: the “eco-conscience”;
• to the conditional factors: the “eco-reality”;
• and to the normative factors: the “eco-equilibrium.”

For the “eco-reality” we should make a distinction between its domains and subdomains in
order to construct its social quality indicators. This invites social quality scholars to include
“eco-centric” aspects to analyze the whole complex of interventions to stimulate
sustainability. By applying this procedure to all four dimensions at the same time, we will be
able to connect “social quality indicators” to all sub-domains of the conditional factors,
including those of the “eco-reality” on a more abstract level. As we will see later in this article
this differs essentially from the comparison PricewaterhouseCoopers (PWC) made of
twenty-seven “leading” metropoles in the world (PWC 2012). Their comparison remains
stuck in an empirical descriptive approach (and dimension-specific indicators). The
consequence is a lack of understanding of how applied strategies for sustainable urban
development may contribute to development toward sustainability.
A Comparison with European “Sustainable Development Indicators”
In order to develop social quality indicators that can also contribute to the debate on the
“development toward sustainability,” it is instructive to introduce European studies on
“sustainable development indicators” here The ad hoc “pragmatic” procedure applied in
these studies to understand development toward sustainability has a lot of affinity with our
first example, namely, “social development indicators” to understand changes in societal
circumstances. This procedure adopted by the European Council in Gothenburg in June
2001 – to monitor the implementation of related policies – is mainly inductive (European
Commission 2001). The European Commission prepared a set of indicators to monitor this,
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called “sustainable development indicators” (SDI). In our terms, the original European
ambition was to construct a set of policy-area-specific indicators or devices for monitoring
quantifiable effects of policies for development toward sustainability. European studies at
that time made reference to the interpretation of sustainability presented in the famous
Brundtland Report, including the “social dimension” as a black box (UN 1987).
Therefore, the European documents lack an explication of how to relate or integrate these
dimensions; as a logical consequence, a clear conceptualization of sustainability is missing
(Bernard et al. 2009). Thus, it also remains unclear what “the object” of their indicators is:
what they are indicators of. A major European conference on sustainability did not address
this essential question either (Lucas and Rosetti 2009). Like the authors of the Stiglitz-SenFitoussi report discussed above, the experts within the SDI Task Force were compelled –
due to the lack of a theoretical conceptual framework – to restrict themselves to be as
pragmatic as possible. The SDI experts elaborated on the conclusions of the European
Council held in Barcelona (European Commission 2002) and the Declaration of the
Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development (Euopean Commission 2003).
Together with the European Commission, they were aware of the need for an adequate
framework to elaborate this, but at the same time, they argued that any framework on its
own would be an imperfect tool for expressing complexities and interrelationships of the
three dimensions, as concluded in a United Nations (UN) report (UN 2001).
Ten (or in fact twelve) policy areas for “dimension-specific indicators” were chosen:
economic development, production and consumption patterns, transport/distribution, poverty
and social exclusion, aging society, public health, good governance, global partnership,
climate change and energy, and management of natural resources (European Commission
2005). Other policy areas may also be taken into account where there is some overlap. And
indeed, the European Commission recognizes overlap without reflecting on the
consequences (European Commission 2005: 5). What are the deductive and inductive
arguments for this choice of twelve policy areas, however (see Figure 3 and Figure 4)? How
is the choice intrinsically connected with an acceptable understanding of the concept of
“sustainability”? As argued in the SQA, to integrate the four relevant dimensions of
sustainability – the economic, sociopolitical, socio-cultural, environmental – as well as
societal circumstances and sustainable urban development, we should transcend policyarea-specific indicators or monitoring devices. This step is necessary in order to understand
comprehensive processes in these four dimensions as the effect of trends, contradictions,
mechanisms and politics affecting sustainable conditions.
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We may conclude that these “sustainable development indicators” are based only on a
casual common sense and eclectic understanding of “realities.” In this case, they are based
only on inductive and not on deductive forms of reasoning. In other words, we discover the
same ad hoc pragmatism used for developing and applying the “social development
indicators” discussed above. The European Commission demonstrates a fundamental
ambiguity. On the one hand, a plea is made for strengthening the competitiveness of the
member states of the European Union on the basis of the dominant economic paradigm with
the help of innovative strategies, such as the Lisbon Strategy (European Council 2000) and
the European Commission’s Flagship Initiative Innovation Union (European Commission
2010). On the other hand, a strong appeal is made for a bold change in favor of
sustainability in order to prevent a global disaster (European Commission 2011). However,
to enable this bold change we need to separate the construction and application of
dimension-specific (or policyarea-specific) indicators (or devices for monitoring) and (real)
indicators for sustainability. The construction and application of the traditional purely
empiricist procedure resulting in the first type of indicators is insufficient for understanding
sustainability.

In a recent report on “measuring progress toward sustainability” by the Secretariat by the
International Human Dimension Programme on Global Environmental Change (UNU/IHDP
2012), we may notice the same problem as expressed in the work of the SDI Task Force. It
repeats the supposed universal truth of the three dimensions of sustainability – economic,
social and environmental – which puts a stop to their integration. It explains that neither GDP
variables nor the Human Development Index reflect the state of the natural environment.
According to the report, we therefore need new guidance on how to quantify progress. It
explains that “the inclusive wealth framework we propose is based on social welfare theory,
and considers the multiple issues that [socially] sustainable development attempts to
address” (UNU/IHDP 2012: 3). In accepting this “universal truth,” the report accentuates the
necessity to analyse not only the environmental dimension but the other dimensions too. But
again, the attention is dedicated to isolated inductive forms of reasoning without clarifying
the issues discussed with reference to Figure 2 and Figure 3.

What does the “social dimension,” “socially sustainable development” and “sustainability” in
this UNU-IHDP report actually mean? And which levels of “wellbeing” are sustainable, and
what does “well-being” mean in the context of the inconceivable “social dimension”?
Notwithstanding this, their indicators are important for our questions, although their approach
does not address the lack of a real development toward sustainability. This is also the
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conclusion of the recently published article by Brundtland. She notes a fundamental global
stagnation due to the refusal of policy makers to enable fundamental changes (Brundtland
2012). This stagnation, however, can be explained by the lack of consensus on how to
approach “development toward sustainability,” and it can also be demonstrated by referring
to the results of the Rio+20 conference in June 2012. Those results list 283 important issues
without any suggestion of how to connect them. They do not present a definition of
sustainability, or ideas for how to change the focus on (economic) growth toward a more
environmentally friendly one (UN 2012). With these eclectic results in mind, what can policy
makers do?

Social Quality Indicators and Sustainable Urban Development
Some Characteristics of Sustainable Urban Development Discourses
There are two arguments to focus on sustainable urban development as the main third
issue. First, changes of societal circumstances (the first main issue) are “realized” especially
in the urban context, because in the near future more than 70 percent of human beings will
be living in this context (UN-Habitat 2009a). Second, in order to implement adequate politics
and policies for development toward sustainability (the second main issue), we should know
the nature of the urban contexts people live in and what should be changed in order to
contribute to this development (Ling 2005; Zghao et al. 2010). The UN-Habitat summarizes
the connection of both by saying that the first decade of the twenty-first century has been
marked by overwhelming challenges (or trends) including a food crisis, an energy crisis, a
financial crisis and growing realization of the consequences of climate change: Thousands of
organisations are developing tools and offering policy options to meet these challenges. But
these activities are disparate and tend to ignore an equally unprecedented mega trend: that
the world is undergoing an irreversible process of rapid urbanization.Failure to accommodate
this mega trend has rested in unsustainable forms of production and consumption (UNHabitat 2009b). In other words, development toward sustainability implies actual “sustainable
urban development.” Seen from the social quality perspective, this adjective refers to the
integration of the economic, socio-political, socio-cultural and environmental dimensions of
the urban context in such a way that (1) outcomes will remain within the boundaries of a
resilient system and (2) the four normative factors of social quality are respected.

Past European-wide research in sixty cities demonstrated the lack of consensus of what
sustainable urban development is and which urban methodological framework should be
applied to support it. Often, local professionals of urban development feel a trade-off
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between sustainable infrastructures and achieving more sustainable societies (van Dijken et
al. 2008). Tension between the two may arise when infrastructural projects are designed to
meet certain environmental protection or resource efficiency criteria without, however,
sufficiently taking into account societal criteria, both in terms of how these projects may
affect the lives of individuals, groups and communities, and in terms of the needs and
behavior of the people using related services (van Dijken et al. 2008). This has been
underlined by the Expert Group Meeting convened by UN-Habitat in early February 2011. Its
target was to explore the linkages between the “green economy” agenda and the UNHabitat’s traditional “urban agenda.” It concluded that the notion of a “low carbon economy”
or “green economy” is really the ideological manifestation of this attempt to de-couple growth
from a dependence on abundant cheap resources. How this kind of de-coupling relates to
urban infrastructure investments is what connects the “low carbon” and “green economy”
agenda to the “sustainable urban development” agenda. According to this group, in a largely
urbanized world, the global economy’s production and consumption systems are dependent
on the urban infrastructures of the cities for conducting the most important resource flows
(energy, water, sanitation, solid waste, mobility, food). How these urban infrastructures are
configured determines how these resources are deployed, used and re-used. However, the
urban infrastructures in many (mainly developing country) cities are totally inadequate or (as
is the case in many developed country cities) inappropriately configured from a sustainable
resource use perspective (UN Expert Group Meeting 2011). According to the Della Rocca
Foundation associated with the UN-Habitat, we may therefore recognize a deepening of the
crises of cities worldwide (Beguinot 2011).
Eliciting public support and legitimacy for public policy poses a considerable challenge for
the effective implementation of initiatives developed in the name of sustainability. It suggests
the need for careful attention to be paid to the issue of user needs and behavior in the
design of sustainable projects, and the consideration of incentives and policies to elicit a
positive public response and commitment to policy targets (van der Maesen 2010). A main
problem is the restriction of the “non-defined” idea of sustainability to environmental issues
only (eco-centric approach), separated from an implicit idea of sustainability as caused by
complexities of human actions (anthropocentric approach). An important European
conference on sustainability concluded that urban research and policy are still highly sectoral
and not adapted to handle the complexity of urban sustainability, and that we need “more
creative management of the cultural heritage of cities [and] a better engagement of citizens
in local governance” (Lucas and Rosetti 2009: 26). The European Commission argues that
new methods are needed to analyse the complex dynamics of societal change within our
societies and, notably, the cities (European Commission 2007).
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The lack of consensus about these topics and especially about a methodological framework
to address them at the urban level is clearly demonstrated in the research on “liveable cities
and towns” done on request for Eurocities. It concerns a comparison of nine cities in the
European Union (Creedy et al. 2007). As the authors put it, “liveable cities” are characterized
by a high standard of “quality of life,” covering all aspects that affect the quality of the
environment such as noise, soil, air, and odor pollution and external safety. In this study the
concept of “quality of life” was not explained but taken for granted, and likewise the concept
of “liveability.” To analyse the results of their various suggestions for increasing the
sustainability of cities, indicators are needed. How to derive them if we have empty concepts
as points of departure? Furthermore, how to reflect upon the urban space as a
comprehensive totality on the basis of the implicit individualistic orientation? Also lacking is a
theoretical interrelation of their ideas about the economic, socio-political, sociocultural and
environmental dimensions of societal circumstances, overall sustainability and sustainable
urban development (see Figure 2).

Indicators Analyzing Cities’ Opportunities: The PricewaterhouseCoopers Example
The fifth edition of the report on “the world’s leading cities” by PricewaterhouseCoopers
(PWC) is entitled Cities of Opportunity. Their analysis shows, in their terms, that each of the
leading cities represents “an economic ecosystem in its own right, built around mutually
supportive economic and social strengths as well as an intertwined fabric of jobs” (PWC
2012: 1). Attention for the PWC’s analysis is of interest in order to clarify the differences with
the SQT and SQA. However, in this report no attention is dedicated to the interrelatedness of
the four dimensions (economic, socio-political, socio-cultural, environmental) discussed
above. This fifth edition is inspired by ideas of Edward Wilson, who concludes that cities are
becoming more and more necessary for high productivity in technologically advanced
societies. Furthermore, we have to make cities more liveable, which means “consistent with
the fundamental emotional needs, the instinctive needs of human beings” (PWC 2012: 25).
However, this argument is absent in the elaboration of their concept of sustainability as a
point of departure for the comparison of these cities, and of what the idea of liveability based
upon this can contribute to our understanding of strategies resulting in sustainable urban
development.

The PWC approach is similar in several ways to the elaboration of “sustainable development
indicators” (with regard to development toward sustainability) and “social development
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indicators” (with regard to understanding the change in societal circumstances) as discussed
above. A choice was made for ten sub-domains or policy areas (called indicators):
intellectual capital and innovation; technology readiness; transportation and infrastructure;
health, safety and security; sustainability and the natural environment; economic clout; ease
of doing business; cost; demographics and liveability; and city gateway (PWC 2012: 11).
Their argument for this choice is to examine what might occur if different city characteristics
“prove more or less important in attracting investment and driving growth, and how cities will
be affected if the work economy changes course” (PWC 2012: 9). This comparison does not
aim to understand the integrated approach of the four essential dimensions of daily life. It
implicitly starts with the dominant economic paradigm, which needs dynamics and growth. It
is based on utilitarian propositions that supposedly explain whether the needs of people are
addressed. This may explain the immense difference from the judgments of the current state
of affairs within cities by the Italian Della Rocca Foundation (Beguinot 2011) and also by the
European Social Polis Platform, which concludes that we totally miss integrating mechanism
in cities to adjust urban life to modern circumstances (Moulart et al. 2011). These topics
have not been addressed in the PWC report.

Each domain (or, in PWC’s terms, indicator) is distinguished in terms of different variables
(or, in our terms, indicators of the sub-domains). For example, the variables of
“demographics and liveability” are: cultural vibrancy; quality of living; working-age population;
and traffic congestion (PWC 2012: 67). This comparison of twenty-seven “leading cities” is
based on dimension and/or domain-specific indicators, or monitoring devices. The procedure
as illustrated in Figure 4 is not applied. Again we find ourselves confronted with an ad hoc
eclectic choice of domains (called indicators) and indicators (called variables), without
following the step-by-step development as proposed in Figure 3. The report does state that
there has to be a “balance over time between economic, social and environmental
sustainability [of the urban context]…you want to look holistically at all three of those
elements of sustainability” (PWC 2012: 48), but it does not elaborate this essential point at
all. Nevertheless, the amount of information collected – as classified in line with PWC’s
methodology – can deliver highly interesting points of departure for the SQA. With the help
of social quality surveys, a start can be made to interpret changes demonstrated with this
information on a more abstract level in the four (and not three) dimensions of daily life within
the urban context. This implies a methodological framework applicable at a global level to
start comparative work in such a way that interpretations of the effect of sustainable urban
development strategies may be functional for both other issues. With this in mind, the Della
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Rocca Foundation appeals for the construction “of a new indicator of social quality in the
multi-ethnic urban space” all over the world (Christaldi 2012).

Concluding Remarks
This article may be appreciated as a start of the debate on the interrelationship of the three
main issues (changes in societal circumstances, development toward sustainability and
sustainable urban development) and the heuristic meaning of social quality indicators
oriented toward the conditional factors that explore the four dimensions of daily life
(economic, socio-political, socio-cultural and environmental), paving the way for a profound
understanding of important aspects of this interrelationship. (In addition, analyses of the
nature and changes of the constitutional and normative factors should follow soon.) This
interrelationship will change over time, as is illustrated in Figure 5. It demonstrates, first, that
the three issues are interdependent.

Trends, influencing societal circumstances (A’), directly influence daily life in the urban
context (C’). Since “the social” – as a result of the productive and reproductive human
relationships – will be realized in the urban context, this outcome influences possibilities for
the development toward sustainability (B’). Outcomes of politics and policies contributing to
the development toward sustainability will also influence the urban context (C’) for reasons
other than politics coping with societal change (A’). This interdependency (short-term
outcomes of A’ and short-term outcomes of B’ affecting C’) will cause a change of societal
circumstances over time (A”). This new situation will influence the urban context over time
(C”).
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Figure 5: The Interconnection of the Three Main Issues

A’ (short-term) state
of societal circumstances influenced
by trends and contradictions

B’ (long-term)
developme nt toward
sustainability

A’’
’

A’’

B’’

C’
(short-term) nature of
the urban context
and its sustainable
development

C’’



Thanks to the collaboration between the European Foundation on Social Quality, one of the
departments of the municipality of the Dutch city The Hague and a group of local “players,” a
“demonstration project” started in 2011 to prepare for “sustainable urban development” of
one of its quarters, Laak (van der Maesen 2012). Preparatory work has been carried out
since 2000. This work – and all related difficulties – clarified the effects of trends, the
successes and failures of politics and policies coping with the outcomes, the lack of a real
understanding of how to understand “sustainable urban development” in its eco-centric and
anthropocentric forms, and how to contribute to development toward sustainability step-bystep in collaboration with citizens. Figure 5 provides points of departure from which to
unravel these complex processes.

Especially during the preparatory work for the demonstration project – financed by the
European Commission– a new consciousness arose of the interdependency of the three
main issues and related complex processes. This preparatory work challenged scholars of
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SQT and the SQA to reflect on this “problematic,” as indicated in Figure 4 (van der Maesen
2013a). One of the results was the start of a Dutch think tank for contributing to the Rio+20
conference in June 2012 (van Renswoude et al. 2012), the construction of the demonstration
project and the start of comparative work analysing the differences and similarities of urban
strategies in the Netherlands, mainland China and the United Kingdom (van der Maesen
2013b). Especially from the Chinese side it is argued that for this comparison we should
analyze the productive or unproductive role of “societal innovation strategies” to address the
threefold interdependency illustrated in Figure 2 (Li et al. 2012).
The plea here is to make (1) a distinction between and (2) a linking of the issues of A’, B’
and C’ (see Figure 5). As I tried to demonstrate, this is not done in approaches for
constructing “social development indicators” (on behalf of A’), “sustainable development
indicators” (on behalf of B’) and “indicators for cities of opportunity” (on behalf of C’). This
could not be done, because these indicators are in fact “monitoring devices,” unable to
interpret complex societal processes. Furthermore, I argue that these three issues can be
analyzed separately but not interpreted in isolation.
Figure 5 offers the possibility of separate analytical exercises of these issues as well as the
analysis of their interdependency. In order to understand this interdependency, the separate
issues should be explored in such a way that pathways will be explicitly designed to reach a
conception of this interdependency. A preliminary understanding of this interdependency is a
condition for an adequate analytical exploration of the issues separately. In all three main
issues the four dimensions of daily life (economic, socio-political, socio-cultural and
environmental) will be changed by trends, contradictions, implicit and explicit politics, hidden
and open interests, and natural upheavals. These changes can be explored and explained
by analysing the changes of its conditional factors with the help of social quality indicators.
These indicators are heuristic tools for the interpretation of the changes in A’, B’ and C’
separately, as well for analyzing those changes in A’, B’ and C’ in a comprehensive
(holistically oriented) way. Thanks to this, SQT and the SQA will make Figure 2 realistic and
may give an answer to worldwide questions on how to construct a heuristic framework to
address the most important challenge for human beings in the future.
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Notes
1. The prime minister of Malaysia, Najib Razak, remarks that in the “Muslim world” too many
young people lack opportunities (conditional factors), which feeds pessimism (an aspect of
constitutional factors), leading to disengagement. Due to the coming “youth bulge” in these
areas, we risk losing a generation of young Muslims to apathy and extremism (undermining
normative factors). In addition, young people are using tremendous new forms of
communication. According to Razak, we should respond to technological change, and our
starting point must be the recognition of the fundamental principle of the internet, namely, its
autonomy (Razak 2012).
2. The Third OECD Forum on Statistics, Knowledge and Policy recognized these new
advances made in understanding and mapping “social progress” by recognizing a Korean
paper arguing along these lines as the third Forum’s best paper (Yee and Chang 2011).
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