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ABSTRACT: Developing a guide for promoting social capital during precinct development has the 
potential to be influential in the debate regarding the “Quality of Life” on medium to large mixed use 
schemes that have residential tenure as a major element of provision. The drive to create planning and 
design guidelines and toolkits is in response to the proposition that the potential for influencing the 
‘Quality of Life” of a community and thus its sustainability via planning and design decisions is 
considerable, and one which those involved in development need to recognise.   
 
Several major developers and their advisors have suggested that they have good track records in the 
planning, designing and building of new sustainable communities. However to date there has been 
little rigorous measurement of this claimed success. To address this, it is proposed that “Quality of Life” 
Audits be undertaken amongst residents and other stakeholders (e.g. state, city and local council’s 
commercial employers, retail providers, community officers, etc.) who live and work on medium to 
large precinct developments.  The resulting measures will it is believed provide “Quality of Life” 
indicators to be used on this growing development form. 
 
Conference theme: Human issues 
Keywords: Human and natural environment, sustainability, “Quality of Life”, social capital, indicators, 
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INTRODUCTION: Popular Perception and Primary Objectives. 
The perception is that “Quality of Life” will fast become a popular and widely used phrase within the sustainability 
debate. Whilst it will not supplant the current and more widely used buzzword “sustainable” it may have greater 
influence on how developers need to consider critical social dimensions on future developments. This will be 
particularly so for medium to large mixed use precincts where a range of residential tenure provision is a major 
element. “Quality of Life” has now been at the heart of UK Government sustainability policy making for several years 
covering issues such as health, education, transport, employment and the environment. Many Regulatory bodies, 
local government authorities and NGO`s have enthusiastically adopted engendering principles set out in the steady 
stream of “Quality of Life” publications since the late 1990`s. It can now also be seen as a growing principle in 
strategic and policy documents of Australian Federal, State and Regional Authorities. It is an all encompassing view 
that translates readily into goals, aims and objectives of the missives on community sustainability emanating from 
these bodies; the difficulty as ever is in its delivery.  
 
The potential for influencing the Quality of Life of a community and thus its sustainability via planning and design 
decisions is considerable and one which those involved in development need to recognise.  Several major 
developers and their advisors have suggested that they have good track records in the planning, designing and 
building of new sustainable communities. However to date there has been little rigorous measurement of this claimed 
success. Therefore to ensure that these “far sighted” developers and others do achieve and maintain enviable 
records in planning and building successful and sustainable communities it is proposed that “Quality of Life” audits be 
undertaken. The main aim and/or outcome of these audits are to develop a set of indicators to measure whether or 
not the social objectives sought are being achieved. This is different from most other development industry outcomes 
research, because these have mainly concentrated on measuring environmental performance and the quality of 
construction processes and outcomes. The proposed audits aims are to look at the social benefits being achieved 
and to develop sets of indicators based on measured performance outcomes and eventually provide guidelines and 
toolkits for social sustainability. The toolkit is being aimed at developers, planners, designers and other stakeholders 
involved in the precinct development process.  
 
Today many developers are seeking to establish good ecological track records in the building or regeneration of what 
they believe to be sustainable communities.  The master plans of the growing number of medium to large scale mixed 
use urban, coastal and rural precincts normally offer new and/or refurbished residential homes and units with a 
variety of tenures. They also have a planned range of facilities perceived as essential in giving lifestyle choices. 
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Schools, retail outlets, specialist shops, community buildings, health, commercial and employment opportunities and 
leisure activity are frequently included dependent on the location and scale of the development. Combined with these 
are accessible open spaces that will usually include structural landscaping, recreational facilities such as bikeways 
and footpaths, children’s play areas and equipment. 
 
From the preceding it can be argued that developers, their professional advisors and the various regulatory 
stakeholders embarked on pursuing sustainable goals will usually seek to achieve comprehensively planned, 
walkable and well connected neighbourhoods. Therefore, the intention of these parties is to build balanced, 
comprehensive communities that meet sustainable development aims and maximise people’s “Quality of Life”. 
However the approach taken primarily perceives of communities as a place or place based. This view is “widespread 
and underpins most urban design principles and practice”. Unfortunately, the creation of a sustainable precinct 
community is not simply about the provision of place no matter how well planned or designed, though these elements 
help. What is critical to the social wellbeing of the community is to turn the notion on its head and suggest that 
“people in a place” would be a better approach. This would drive decisions towards investment in the people rather 
than simply bricks and mortar. It would recognise more readily the complex strands of social and economic networks 
and that communities of interest and attachment are more important than communities of place. (Ziller: 2004) 
Therefore a primary objective of proposed “Quality of Life” auditing research is to create guidelines and resultant 
toolkits that shift some of the planning and design decisions of these new precinct developments into utilising well 
researched social and community impacts based on shared visions of what a potential or existing community should 
be in terms of social wellbeing.  
 
SUSTAINABLE STRATEGIES: Themes 
 

“Sustainable development is about ensuring a better quality of life for everyone, now and for 
generations to come. It means recognising that our economy, environment and social well being are 
interdependent. It means protecting and, where possible enhancing the environment; ensuring we 
satisfy people’s basic needs, such as providing decent(sic) homes and safe streets and giving people 
the opportunity to achieve their potential through education, good health and employment. And it 
requires a robust economy to create the wealth that allows needs to be satisfied, now and in the 
future”. (DETR: 2000) 

 
In setting out a nation’s commitment to improving “Quality of Life” sustainable development strategies normally aim to 
meet four objectives at the same time: 
 
• Social progress which recognise the needs of everyone; 
• Effective protection of the environment; 
• Prudent use of natural resources; 
• Maintenance of high and stable levels of economic growth and employment. 
 
Further, governments are seen to be seeking to establish by policy and directives sustainability as a cross-cutting 
theme at both regional and local level within the private and public development sectors. They believe and evidence 
is supporting the idea that sustainable approaches do lead to improved environmental, social and economic returns 
and outcomes. In seeking to deliver these wide ranging objectives many governments employ the use of executive 
power i.e. planning directives and legislation or indirectly via task forces or groups, local government associations 
and non government organizations. Some governments have placed a duty on principal local authorities to deliver 
improved environmental, social and economic wellbeing in their areas so determining the contribution, if not the 
means of achieving sustainable development. Some would suggest that this responsibility is passed because there 
appears to be major barriers to delivering good intent at the regional, local and ultimately individual level. For 
example, the Sustainable Development Commission in the UK is charged with the practical task of moving from 
theory into practice - to turn words into action. Its goals are to deliver a development renaissance, to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions, to improve housing, to modernise the nation’s transport networks and revitalise deprived 
neighbourhoods in an integrated approach. Whilst considerable funding is provided or promised the track record of 
this type of broad integrated approach is somewhat discredited given the history of failure by many governments 
when tackling questions of community social wellbeing. However, despite concerns of applying such policies in 
particular when they are driven by “epidemiological research findings to the question of social wellbeing” this type of 
agenda is to be seen in many of developed industrial nations including Australia. (Ziller: 2004) It is suggested that 
results emanating from the proposed audits would provide localized, direct and therefore more positive means of 
implementing ‘Quality of Life’ agendas at the precinct development level.   
 
“QUALITY OF LIFE” PLANS: Public Sector Initiatives  
It is inherent in the approach adopted by central government regarding the improving of “Quality of Life” within 
communities that this becomes a central theme of the work of local authorities. The shared sustainable community 
agendas proffered affects all places: large and small, urban and rural. Local authorities are given in the main the key 
role of meeting the challenge of developing new communities and enhancing existing ones. These councils normally 
commit themselves to delivering attractive, vibrant, safe and friendly places. They seek to achieve for a wide range of 
reasons communities that have a true sense of place and where people ultimately really want to be and live. 
(MOORE, OLDHAM: 2001)  An example of the public sector responding to the sustainable agenda is seen in London. 
When setting the Greater London Authority’s policies, there is a legal requirement that each of the Mayor’s strategic 
policies is sustainable.  The aim of the GLA is for London to become a city based on sustainable principles.  Such a 
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city would have high-performance buildings with minimum energy use and minimal CO2 emissions.  As a 
consequence, London would have a far less damaging impact on the globe and an improved “Quality of life” for its 
residents and visitors. This type of approach tackles the more tangible physical delivery of sustainable strategies. 
However, the broader and sought after holistic dimensions of “Quality of Life” are not so readily recognisable and/or 
measurable.  
 
So what is “Quality of Life”? In 1999, the UK government issued ’13 measures of happiness’. After some initial 
reactions, these subsequently became 15 headliners with a number of sub indicators. (DETR: 1999) The number of 
sub indicators has been growing ever since with each passing year and new publication. The plan was to offer 
parameters by which it was possible to measure “Quality of Life” headline indicators. Since then as noted more and 
more sub indicators (the total is near 150 at the last count) have been added to the list of measurements of a nation’s 
and its communities well being. The major outcome of all this at government level (particularly in the UK) is a term 
used synonymously with sustainable development because it is a term felt to be more easily understood by the 
general public. (DETR: 2000) The headline indicators noted in the following quality of life plan are universally 
common to virtually all industrialised nations and presents the framework within which many approach the issue of 
what constitutes “Quality of Life”. 
 
 

 
Figure 1: Quality of Life Plan (BDC: 1999) 

 
How these headline indicators diffuse into local communities and individual consciences is of importance to the 
suggestion that “Quality of Life” can be measured. Local Authorities, regulatory bodies and NGO`s not surprisingly 
seek to interpret the issues normally in the form of a listing of important topics such as employment, transport, 
community safety, social equity and so on. They then conceive a plan to tackle the issues associated with the topics. 
The plan will seek to identify a range of problems and how they may be tackled and resolved. Initially these plans 
normally suggested that a community’s wellbeing and its “Quality of Life” would be enhanced if solutions were found 
in any area of activity. Today many are adding that plans and problem resolutions will be more sustainable if the 
shared social, economic and environmental linkages common to more than one topic are taken into account. Critical 
to this process are the characteristics of a sustainable community (see Figure 2). 
 
These types of indicator frameworks and menus are useful in offering a means of “‘measuring, simplifying and 
communicating important issues and trends” in a way that helps people understand the key issues of sustainable 
development. They provide possible benchmarks against which progress can be measured. Useful pointers are given 
for people to determine their own responsibilities in achieving sustainable community outcomes. Importantly they also 
show that central and local government can not deliver sustainability without the stakeholders of a community i.e. 
citizens, business, employers, teachers, young and old persons, householders voluntary or community groups taking 
part or total responsibility for their community (DETR: 2000). 
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Figure 2: Characteristics of a sustainable Society (or community) (DETR: 2000) 

 
 
LEVELS OF SUSTAINABLE PROGRESS: Private Sector Initiatives  
Whilst there has been some progress in the take up of sustainability by the private business sector however it is still 
small in world market terms. For some far-sighted companies, sustainable development is a business imperative. 
Though still a new area, many corporations are looking at sustainability and related areas as a source of opportunity. 
Approximately $12 billion dollars of equity are in DJSGI funds. (Dow Jones Sustainability Group Indexes)  Companies 
committed to sustainable development have continued to out-perform the world stock markets, according to the 2005 
annual presentation of a global index of the world’s most sustainable firms. The 2003 and 2004 returns on equity of 
the DJSGI show an average 10% higher returns compared with companies in the regular Dow Jones Industry index. 
(DJSGI: 2005) It is likely that the development companies involved in this take up will be the market leaders and lead 
the drive for well-planned developments. They are also more likely to utilise sustainable technology approaches on 
their developments laying out the path towards achieving innovation performance targets in areas such as  energy 
efficiency, waste minimalisation, water conservation and construction processes. They will likely be more open to the 
idea that building new communities is much more than just bricks and mortar that it is about people and how they act 
and interact as a community within new (or regeneration) precinct developments. 
 
Many national construction industries under pressure from governments have also been developing strategies for 
more sustainable development and construction.  There are a number of these for example UK based CIRIA 
launched a set of indicators mainly concerned with client satisfaction and project delivery, the reduction of energy  
use, material waste and water conservation. This is aimed at helping development and construction companies to 
measure their performance against industry best performance sustainable development. Whilst some in these sectors 
show a willingness to encompass the principles of sustainability, the fragmented nature of the sectors tends to restrict 
take up and presently sustainability gains are patchy. Further whilst some of the indicators consider the wellbeing of 
employees and the impacts on communities by development and construction activity little is directed at the long term 
social impact outcomes of development and few if any mechanisms are in place to revisit the many resultant 
buildings and precincts when completed.  
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At the sharp end of planning and design of precincts the Green Globe 21 Precinct Planning and Design Standard 
(Hyde, Moore, etc.: 2005) attempts to tackle the issue of environmental, social and economic commitments on 
individual precincts at the planning and design stage. The standard goes some way to address the issue of 
determining at an early stage the outcomes of decisions impacting on a community’s social wellbeing. This 
performance based tool seeks to reconcile the notion that environmental, social and economic goals are mutually 
reinforcing and in doing so it raises the concept that a major principle of sustainable development should be working 
toward achieving social contact, social stability and community coherence. Further, by social commitments there is 
the potential of increasing “local opportunity to put people back on the streets, by putting life back into town centres.  
It is argued that the key to successful sustainable development is choice. The point of good planning and design is 
not to force a particular brand of behaviour but to facilitate behaviour which is environmentally benign: to open up 
options which are currently squeezed out by dominant market trends or policy conventions. ” (UWE: 1995) 
 
SOCIAL CAPITAL: Elusive Glue 
The role of social capital must be considered when improved “Quality of Life” is fostered as the prize of sustainable 
developments.  While the term social capital has been used in varied ways, it can be defined in context of this paper 
as “the process and conditions of social networking among people and organizations that lead to accomplishing a 
goal of mutual social benefit, usually characterized by trust, cooperation, involvement in the community, and sharing.” 
(CDC 2005) Accordingly, “social capital can be understood as a resource to collective action, which may lead to a 
broad range of outcomes, of varying social scale. For individuals, this can mean access to social connections that 
help the processes of getting by or getting ahead. For communities, social capital reflects the ability of community 
members to participate, cooperate, organise and interact”. (AIFS 2002) Included in this definition are a person’s 
family relationships, kinship networks, friendships, acquaintances, civic attachments and institutional ties. (Putnam 
2000). It is argued that social capital is “an empirically elusive concept yet has also been heralded as the glue that 
holds communities together. The essence of social capital is quality social relations. It is the quality of relationships, 
understood through the use of the concept social capital, which affects the capacity of people to come together to 
collectively resolve problems they face in common and achieve outcomes of mutual benefit”. Importantly in context of 
this paper it is believed that “for communities, social capital reflects the ability of community members to participate, 
cooperate, organise and interact critical to the success of a community’s sustainability. Currently, there is much policy 
and academic interest in the capacity of social capital to generate both micro level outcomes such as family wellbeing 
as well as macro level outcomes such as efficient economies, democratic policies and active communities”. (AIFS 
2002)  
 
Therefore, conceptionally, whilst “Quality of Life” and social capital are closely related they are essentially different 
things. Quality of life is a broad concept which includes environmental, social and economic dimensions. Social 
capital is an important “hard or soft” ingredient of “Quality of Life”. Simply put “hard” ingredients represent the 
physicality of development provision with soft ingredients being the ability to participate in the choice and evolution of 
the community. Access to basic services such as schools, healthcare and retail offers, cleanliness in streets, feeling 
safe to go out at night, accessible open space, habitats for wildlife, number of trees and shrubs planted, community 
empowerment, life/work balance are recognisable social capital elements. At the development level developers of 
new communities have sponsored such things as a range of social events, established liaison forums to represent 
local residents prior to the creation of more formal local governance structures, and even increased water pressure 
so that everyone including existing owners and occupiers can have a decent shower. These “soft” ingredients along 
with the “hard” are all aimed at engendering community wellbeing and thus its sustainability. The noted dimensions of 
modern living and many more are said to be that which makes for “Quality of life”. With all these actions it is hoped 
that they will have improved residents and other precinct stakeholder’s “Quality of Life”.  However at present there is 
no guarantee of success. 
 
How to measure the actual success or otherwise of these and other social capital inputs and then positively employ 
them on other new or regeneration precinct developments is the challenge. This is particularly so given the argument 
“that there is a gulf between theoretical understanding of social capital and the ways social capital has been 
measured in much empirical work to date”. This has been caused by “the conceptualisation of social capital racing 
ahead of the development of tools for measuring it empirically”. It is suggested that this has meant “that Public policy 
(and it can be argued private responses) cannot aim to facilitate the growth of communities rich in social capital with 
accuracy until we know, and are able to measure and describe, what such communities look like and what role social 
capital plays within them”.(AFIS: 2001)  
 
MEASURING ‘QUALITY OF LIFE’:  The task ahead and goals to be achieved 
The proceeding concern regarding measurement systems is relevant to development activity. The current methods 
employed by many in the development and construction industries are strong on measuring environmental and 
economic issues but not so at highlighting the social impacts of development.  Developers will have to address this 
grey area.  The development of a measurement framework and assessment of the social and related economic 
impacts on mixed use precinct development schemes is now an imperative if “Quality of Life” agendas are to be 
implemented.  The aim of such an assessment is to help developers and also the industry to understand how building 
homes and associated community infrastructure translates in building communities. 
 
So why carry out an audit? Why engage in an area fraught with difficulty? It is without doubt that Developer’s bear an 
environmental, social and economic responsibility on how they can beneficially shape the built future.  Through well-
planned and designed developments, they have a real opportunity to improve the “Quality of Life” for new residents, 
service providers and users of their developments and not least of those living nearby in adjoining areas. Whilst some 
Developers are beginning to utilise sustainable approaches on their developments few do so using performance 
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based models underpinned with fully researched and validated “Quality of Life” or social capital guidelines. This is 
important because without a prescriptive approach to establish sustainable “Quality of Life” visions, or to ensure early 
planning and design processes and decisions that offer the opportunity for social capital development, and then 
encourage a performance-based approach to assess, benchmark and reward positive environmental social and 
economic performance (actual or potential) sustainable development will not follow.  This would seriously 
compromise the outcome of an overall enhancement of the developer’s planning & design intent and the 
environmental, social and economic performance of the precinct’s planning, design and related infrastructure. Such 
failure can only endanger any opportunity of providing the means by which community sustainability can be achieved 
and therefore its ‘Quality of Life” enhanced. This lack of performance based approach is critical. Even the newly 
developed PPDS tool noted earlier cannot offer at present fully researched and therefore rigorous in depth guidelines 
on how best to achieve or at least lay the foundations for community building.  
 
The intent of a “Quality of Life” Audit would be to look at the social impact of building a new community and to 
develop a set of indicators for measuring the impacts. How would such an audit achieve this? Primarily the audits are 
about the development of indicators and guidelines. Indicators as stated are tools that measure, simplify and 
communicate. In this case, “Quality of Life” indicators can provide a benchmark on which progress can be measured. 
For example, these indicators can be negative such as the amount of litter, petty vandalism e.g. graffiti or dog mess.  
On these last issues, it is common to hear complaints aimed at young persons damaging community facilities with 
spray paint and concerns regarding children stepping or indeed falling in dog’s mess in children’s playgrounds and 
public parks.  Despite campaigning on both issues many local authorities can take extraordinarily long periods to 
respond let alone action remedial work such as providing dog proof fence erection around playgrounds. It can be 
seen that both the initial problem and the ongoing failure to resolve, would create individual, and ultimately 
community stress affecting the wellbeing of that part of the community most affected. The example also indicates that 
individual measures of well being can be at very basic level, a fact often missed by developers and advisors in their 
attempts at creating viable community inputs. Conversely, positive indicators can be much broader for example, the 
growth over time of the number of clubs, organisations and societies that evolves within a community, and the 
number of persons taking up responsibilities within these opportunities of involvement in community growth and 
development. Developers are often tempted into the provision of large public halls which they regard as essential for 
community interaction. This well intentioned but somewhat non focused approach is fraught with problems not least 
because of the difficulty in measuring the impacts of such action. For example, which community to communicate 
with in assessing their impact, the existing or the proposed, the investor or the occupier, the long term resident or the 
visitor? Accordingly, what constitutes a community particularly on a new precinct? How long before the true makeup 
of the community is reflected and ultimately what influence or actual powers does the community have in the 
management of resources? Therefore whilst laudable, well intentioned decisions on social capital can in fact become 
a negative measure of community wellbeing if total community involvement and empowerment is not achieved by all 
sectors and age groups of the new or critically, an existing community.  

This suggests that care must be taken with all social capital provisions. Without studying the actual needs of a 
community the facilities deemed essential may turn very quickly into areas of conflict. Thus whilst indicators are 
useful, they are very powerful. They can distort priorities focusing attention on those issues which are included and 
suggest that other issues perhaps omitted because they are possibly long term investments and/or hard to measure 
may be less important. Accordingly care must be taken in firstly the selection of indicators, and secondly in their 
implementation. 
 
CONCLUSIONS: Audits, Primary Objective and Ensuing Added Value. 
It is suggested that this type of auditing based study will need to be broken down into distinct phases. (NEF 2001)  
The first phase as with most research would be a review of existing literature and best practice. However an added 
element is to liaise with key players familiar with sustainable development issues.  Some initial work within this phase 
has taken place in the UK. Those involved included New Economics Foundation, the Council for the Protection of 
Rural England, Building Research Establishment, Countryside Agency and Construction Industry Research and 
Information Association.  They were contacted to ensure the empirical robustness of a proposed methodology.  The 
main aim of these liaisons was to seek help in developing a framework by which a set of indicators for measuring the 
social impact of large mixed use development schemes could be established.  A similar undertaking is proposed for 
Australia with involvement of the University of Queensland’s Community Service & Research Centre being of primary 
importance given their current work in this field. The remaining phases of the research project will consist of piloting 
the framework on medium to large mixed use precincts and then re-assessing the framework by comparing and 
analysing the findings of these pilot studies. This practical phase of carrying out a Quality of Life Audit will be 
amongst residents and other stakeholders (e.g. local councilor’s commercial employers, retail providers, community 
officers, etc.) who live and work on medium to large precinct developments.  Thereafter adapting the framework so 
that it can be used without external support and lastly developing a user guide which will enable developers to apply 
the framework on other developments. 
 
A major research goal is to achieve both qualitative and quantitative information through a measured approach that 
helps to better understand how building homes in the growing precinct development form can be translated into 
building sustainable communities.  What the research is trying to understand is the effect that medium to large, mixed 
use precincts with extensive residential provision have on community cohesion, pride, social networks and the well-
being of new and existing communities.  From this research, it is hoped to achieve a better understanding of the 
ingredients that go into the vaunted social glue that make communities work.  For example, how important is the 
funding and development of sports facilities, e.g. sponsorship of youth football or netball teams, or establishing 
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community newsletters or magazines, providing community art, creating self governance opportunities? In studying 
“Quality of Life”, it is hoped that a better understanding of relationships between other elements of development 
planning and design decisions were impacts regarding sustainable development may not be immediately apparent 
will be gained?  For example how critical is wildlife adaptation to the creation of new precincts to the overall wellbeing 
of the new or existing community. Would impacts on people’s current travel patterns prior to the introduction of 
enhanced public transport and street management common to most new developments result in improved community 
air quality and health? (Moore, Oldham 2001) 
 
The main objective of the exercise is to provide guidance on policy making and the development of strategies to 
improve the delivery of developer’s undertakings.  This objective is based on the fact that ‘a developer does not just 
build houses, but creates physical space in which human and social interactions are to take place’.  The well being of 
people living in these areas depends amongst other things, on the design and the overall quality of the physical 
space that is being used for the development and the social and personal space that is being created.  From this 
perspective, a ‘sustainable space’ is one that allows people to achieve their aims and wants in that space at minimal 
environmental cost. (UWE: 1995) Developers lay claim to having achieved this ‘sustainable space’ on many of their 
developments.  They also claim that they seek to achieve this objective on others. The danger for many developers is 
that it they have virtually no rigorous scientific evidence to support their claims. Accordingly, it is suggested that 
developers laying claim to such outcomes participate in the research project to develop measures by which one can 
identify how the objective of sustainable development was, and is, achieved. Such evidence will have untold value in 
firstly justifying claims, secondly in improving developments and thirdly and most importantly offering hard facts to 
support current and new developments planning and design decision making. 
 
Justification for this research is readily available. The following statistics are in response to the new agenda for 
sustainable communities in South East Queensland. It is said that the regions population will increase from the 
current 2.6 million people to around 3.7 million people in 2026. This will generate a requirement for an additional 
550,000 new homes to be built in the state over the next two decades. (QLD: 2005) What these figures do not show 
are the potential impacts of the resultant new communities, the effect on existing communities and the changes this 
will produce in local economies and the environment.  These impacts may be both positive and negative. The 
organization that understands and can demonstrate the performance of its developments will be well placed to 
respond by to the challenges and the potential of the demand generated. Successful far sighted and ecological 
developers will be able to harness the building boom to make real contribution to sustainable development – through 
tackling social inclusion issues, harnessing economic and social regeneration potential, working to build human 
capacity and designing new neighbourhoods to work with, not against, environment, social and economic capital. 
Whilst some in the development industry recognizes this challenge, others will simply respond with existing 
approaches and with predictable results of poorly considered and designed developments. There is a real opportunity 
for industry leaders to pioneer the shift towards sustainable development at project level.  
 
Reporting on environmental impact is fast becoming an industry norm, with many benchmarking processes in place – 
including that of Environmental Governance, which benchmarks the environmental performance of major developers 
and contractors.  Some blue chip companies outside the construction industry are also beginning to measure ethical 
and social impacts.  Many of these recognize that only through stakeholder engagement can real impacts be truly 
understood.  These companies, such as Shell, and United Utilities have reported publicly on their social impact 
through social auditing processes.  Others such as General Motors are moving beyond this to total sustainability 
reporting. Yet so far few development or construction companies have systematically reported on the interrelated 
environmental, social and economic impacts of their developments.  In fact many have talked about a ‘cycle of blame’ 
where all players in the business find that the next person in the supply chain is not adequately addressing 
sustainability. (STF: 1998) A positive aside of the research may be the ability of developers involved to use the 
involvement and outcomes as a measure of their ecological profile. This may have possible benefits when dealing 
with approving agencies and institutional investors following similar sustainable business agendas. 
 
The proposal offers developers an opportunity to design and carry out a sustainability audit of site-based projects, 
and break this cycle conclusively. Key outputs from this work would be: 
 

• A framework for measuring environmental, social and economic impacts of a development based medium to 
large mixed use precinct development.  This framework will be transferable so that ultimately the impact of 
developments can be compared and benchmarked.  Such a framework would be at the leading edge of 
good practice in an industry that is beginning to make its mark at the forefront of sustainability. 

• A process for engaging with stakeholders at project level in a dialogue about environmental, social and 
economic impacts.  This process would be broadly transferable to other developments in the future, and 
could be harnessed to build stronger stakeholder relationships over time. Effective stakeholder engagement 
is likely to be one of the core elements of good practice as both government and the public make stronger 
demands for the industry to account for its contribution towards social inclusion and sustainable 
regeneration. 

• A specific understanding about the impact of housing developments on people and the environment.  This 
can be used by developers to demonstrate the worth of individual developments, as well as having wider 
implications for advancing understanding of such impacts. 
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It is argued that this would be groundbreaking within the development and related construction industry. 
 

• It would move best practice in the development and construction industries beyond environmental indicators 
to a multi-stakeholder understanding of impact. 

• It would provide a framework for measuring and understanding both environmental and social (including the 
local economy) impact of new housing developments.  It would advance practical knowledge of the elements 
of sustainable construction. 

• It would be amongst the first sustainability auditing of site-based projects.  Social auditing is moving into the 
mainstream in both corporate and voluntary sectors.  However, current practice concentrates on an 
organisations impact – rather than understanding the impact of a project.   

 
Finally, such indicators when used will raise not only the quality of schemes but raise the profile of developers and 
their advisors to a position of leading future development evolution in terms of planning and delivery. A social audit is 
a framework that helps an organisation to understand measure and report on its social performance, with the ultimate 
aim of improving that performance. The social auditing methodology can be used to strengthen relationships and 
demonstrate multi stakeholder accountability. There is a growing belief that sustainable development approaches will 
become the business model of the future and there is no doubt that those that get left behind will find themselves lost 
in the new economic landscape.  In making progress on the journey towards more sustainable patterns of 
development developers must understand how people live, work and play in their developments.  Therefore, the task 
is simple: to recognise where practical steps can be taken.  In essence, it is all about putting people first. 
 
REFERENCES 
 
A Ziller (2004) The Community is not a place and why it matters Urban Policy and Research;  NSW Aus. 
DETR (2000) Local Quality of Life counts – in a nutshell; UK. London  
DETR (1999) Building a Better Quality of Life; A strategy for sustainable development in the UK; London  
Braintree District Council (1999) Quality of Life Plan Braintree UK 
DOW JONES (2005) Dow Jones Sustainability Indexes; www.sustainability-indexes.com  
H.Barton, G.Davis, R.Guise (1995) Sustainable Settlements; UWE Bristol UK 
R.Hyde, R.Moore, et al., (2005) Green Globe 21 Precinct Planning and Design Standard (PPDS); The Centre for 

Sustainable Design, University of Queensland Qld 
CDC (2005) Social Capital Definitions www.cdc.gov.healthyplaces 
R.Putnam (2000) Bowling Alone; Simon&Schuster New York 
W Stone, J Hughes, (2002) Social Capital; AFIS Melbourne Aus. 
W Stone (2001) Measuring Social Capital; AFIS Melbourne Aus. 
R Moore, J Oldham (2001) Quality of Life Audits CIRIA London  
R Moore, NEF (2002) Ethical and Social Responsibility for Developers CIRIA London  
Queensland Government (2005) South East Queensland Infrastructure Plan and Program QLD Aus. 
Sustainable Construction Task Force (1998) Reputation, Risk and Reward; BRE London 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
40th Annual Conference of the Architectural Science Association ANZAScA 333 




