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Understanding the implementation of social sustainability in urban area 
development projects through the capabilities approach

Implementing social sustainability 
in urban area development

IntroductionGeneral information
PhD Researcher
Ir. Céline Janssen
celine.janssen@tudelft.nl

Research question:   How does the governance process of urban area 
development affect the implementation of social sustainability?

Aim of the research project
The aim of the project is to understand the roles of actors in urban 
area development for social sustainability in cities and to provide 
advice to on how to implement social sustainability through area 
development projects.  

Translating social 
sustainability into 
concrete indicators
In order to implement social 
sustainability, a concept that 
is often used in a rhetoric way 
must be translated into concrete 
spatial and organisational 
indicators. Although indicators 
are known, it is often not clear 
how this translation takes place.  

Interpreting social sustainability in an urban context
Since social sustainability is a rhetoric, umbrella and normative 
concept, the translation into concrete indicators depends on the 
context in which a project takes places and on the normative 
position that is taken. What is the norm of social sustainability in a 
specific context? Who decides on this norm?

Fictional case: users of urban area development project X
50% inhabitants - 25% working people - 25% recreational users

DEMOCRACY - looking for consensus DIVERSITY - embracing differences

 EQUITY - what is justice?conflictsmaking decisions in space

The capability approach as a theory of justice
The capabilities approach is a theory of justice developed in the 
field of economic philosophy by Amartya Sen in the ‘80’s. In the 
capability approach, justice is defined as having the freedom as 
an individual to do and be as you want. Those opportunity are 
explained by functionings (what people are and do) and capabilities 
(the real opportunities that people have to do and be as they 
wish). 

Inhabitants
Social rent
Family houses for sale

Inhabitants
Social rent
Family houses for sale
Co-housing
Composed families 
Homeless shelter

Working people
Offices
Public service
Shops / restaurants
Space for start-ups
Internships
Language schools 

Recreational users
Library 
Tennis field
Art centre
City park
Ukrainian dance 
Norwegian hard rock
Iraquian Christian church 

Working people
Offices
Public service
Shops / restaurants

Recreational users
Library 
Tennis field
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City park

Institutional capabilities
Human capabilities are influenced by conversion factors that can 
be personal, spatial and institutional. Institutional conversion 
factors will allow the analysis of the governance process of urban 
area development. Other than previous research from institutional 
theories, this approach includes the notion of justice and so adds a 
strong ethical aspect to the institutional analysis. 

Literature review
In the literature review, the concept of social sustainability is 
reviewed in relation with urban areas and urban development. 
The resulting insights are connected with notions of the capability 
approach, that is here applied as an explanatory concept.The 
literature review results in a theoretical framework that is applied in 
the empirical research part.

Case-study analysis
The theoretical framework, which explains the implementions of 
social sustainability in urban area development as a governance 
process, is tested through case-study analysis of urban 
development projects. 
Two rounds of case-studies will be conducted: 
1.  Multiple case-study analysis: comparing different institutional 
factors in different (international) contexts. 
2.  In-depth case analysis: deeper understanding the causal 
relations between the institutional factors in a single context. 

This research is conducted at the Practice chair of Urban 
Area Development at Delft University of Technology, that is 
supported by the professional foundation Stichting Kennis 
Gebiedsontwikkeling.

Duration of the research
March 2019 - March 2023

Research design

Preliminary results

Promotor
Prof. dr. J.C. Verdaas
Co-promotor
Dr. ir. T.A. Daamen

Objectives
 Review the meaning of social sustainability in urban areas.
 Theoretically define the implementation of social sustainability 
in urban area development as a governance process. 
 Observe the roles of actors in urban area development 
projects in implementing social sustainability from various projects 
in different institutional contexts.
 Conclude in what ways the implementation of social 
sustainability is affected by the governance process of urban area 
development projects.

Urbanization and 
demographic changes in 

the Netherlands
- Aging

- Growing number of immigration 
- Housing shortage 

- Increasing percentage of singe households 
- Positive immigration number in the 

largest cities of the country 
- Space in cities under pressure

A 
social discomfort

- Increasing contrasts between 
poor and rich people

- Cultural and political polarization 
- Loneliness

- Growing social discomfort 
among citizens

Institutional changes 
in the Netherlands

- Decentraliztion of spatial planning 
sector 

- Decentralization of public health care 
sector

- Limited role for housing associations
- Unclearness about responsibilities 
of actors for the social dimension 

in cities

A 
neglect of the 

social dimension of 
sustainability

- Underexposed in literature about 
sustainability

- Neglected in urban planning and 
urban area development practices 

?


