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Introduction – A Definition of Social Sustainability in a University Context 
In this report, research has been conducted by examining the definitions and goals of 
‘social sustainability’ as presented by various institutions, organizations, businesses, and 
levels of government.  It is important to note that this report has been produced with a 
university context in mind and with The University of British Columbia in particular, at 
the forefront.  Still, by looking towards developing areas of ideas of social sustainability 
at other universities and in non-university settings, a broad definition of social 
sustainability may be concluded that is not specific to such university contexts. 
 

The initiatives, policies, processes, and mentality involved in 
developing and maintaining a vibrant, uniting community among 
diverse members with mutual goals and shared values by enhancing 
individual and collective capacity, advancing access and diversity, 
and perpetuating health and equality. 

 
A Unique Vision – Social Sustainability at UBC 
Imagining social sustainability at The University of British Columbia evokes the vision 
of a harmonizing, synergistic university community that supports individuals to flourish 
to their full potential by realizing the ability for the whole to be greater than the sum of 
its parts. 

 
Methodology 
As social sustainability – especially social sustainability in a university context – is a 
relatively new area of research, a majority of the research for this report has been 
conducted by looking at how others have grappled with defining and practicing social 
sustainability.  The definition of social sustainability varies among different organizations 
and institutions, and depends on the characteristic of those entities and their role in 
society.  Businesses and organizations develop their own definition to cater to their own 
needs and purposes.  Whereas conservation is often identified as the most important 
aspect of environmental sustainability, maximizing individual and collective capacity is 
the most important element of social sustainability.  For social sustainability, however, 
such a commonly accepted definition has yet to come into existence.  
 
Summary of Findings and Key Concepts of Social Sustainability  
The most commonly used definition of “sustainability” is often a broad interpretation 
derived from the “Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development” 
to the United Nations General Assembly in 1987.  More commonly referred to as The 
Brundtland Commission, “sustainable development” is defined here as “the ability to 
meet present needs without compromising future generations’ ability to meet their needs” 
(UN website).  ‘Social sustainability’ is widely recognized as being one of three main 
dimensions of sustainability: economic, environmental, and social.  Various models have 
been used to describe the relationship among these three components including a three-
legged stool model, a visual depiction of three overlapping circles where only true 
sustainability exists at the overlap, or a description of a triple bottom line a model often 
preferred model in business approaches to sustainability (AASHE FAQs website). 
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There are a few commonalities among the definitions of social sustainability of many of 
the sources researched.  First, many do not differentiate at all or clearly social 
sustainability from environmental and/or economic sustainability.   For example, in the 
website of the Alma Matter Society (AMS website) of UBC an entire ‘tab’ is dedicated to 
“Sustainability”.  The main page of “Sustainability” presents the “AMS Lighter Footprint 
Strategy”, a plan that mainly aims to reduce the ecological impacts of the operations of 
the AMS (ibid).  Under this tab there are also several sub-headings including “Eco 
Friendly Day” and “Environmental Sustainability Policy” (ibid).  Interestingly, the 
information that is found under “Sustainability” heavily emphasizes environmental 
sustainability.  As this is a source of sustainability efforts within the larger community of 
UBC, it is especially important to find such a disconnect between the three-pronged 
nature of sustainability theory and the access to practicing more fully rounded 
sustainability.  Finally, among the Frequently Asked Questions in the website of the 
AASHE STARS program (see below), is the questions “why does STARS include 
“social” indicators? Isn’t sustainability mostly about the environment?” (AASHE FAQs 
website).  These examples highlight confusion regarding social sustainability, its 
uncertain role as a part of sustainability as a whole, and the need to develop answers to 
these questions. 
Indicators – GRI; AASHE STARS 
In an effort to produce the most well-informed report on how social sustainability will be 
re-defined at UBC, sustainability indicators as defined by two important sources – the 
GRI and the AASHE STARS programs – have been researched and evaluated. GRI is 
different from STARS in the way that STARS is oriented towards educational institutions 
whereas GRI is utilized for various institutions. These two programs help institutions to 
measure their impact on society and develop how they can become more socially 
responsible. 
 
 GRI Program 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) program is an institution governed by 
multiple stakeholders to develop and provide a framework for reporting 
sustainability. GRI has created a set of continuously updated guidelines to which 
companies and institutions can measure themselves upon. Social performance 
indicators are grouped into four major categories: i) labor practices and decent 
work; ii) human rights; iii) society; iv) product responsibility. Each of these 
categories are composed of a set of indicators. The GRI guideline is applicable to 
any institution regardless of their size, sector, and location (GRI website). 

 
 AASHE STARS Program 
 The Sustainability Tracking, Assessment & Rating System (STARS) program of 

the Association of the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education 
(AASHE) is an answer to the call for a unified measuring system among higher 
education institutions for meeting sustainability guidelines and requirements 
(AASHE website).  The goals of the STARS program – although created for 
different purposes than this project’s goals –provide an interesting perspective on 
how to develop a sustainability framework and metrics system that are 
specifically tailored to universities and colleges (ibid).   
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The two aims of STARS that most directly inform the developing framework of 
social sustainability at UBC are the commitment to “facilitate information sharing 
about higher education sustainability practices and performance” which speaks to 
the importance of building meaningful, communicative, and cooperative 
relationships among different stakeholders and the commitment to “build a 
stronger, more diverse campus sustainability community” which realizes the 
richness of diverse individuals and communities that can enhance each other 
when their growth is nourished (AASHE).  STARS and the AASHE perspective 
are both invaluable resources for this report.  The leading role of the STARS 
Program in this emerging field and the practical specifications of these guidelines 
will be again analyzed during the secondary process of creating metrics and 
strategies for implementing a social sustainability at UBC. 

 
Social Sustainability Goals for UBC 

1. Sustain Equality in Diversity 
2. Expand Social Inclusiveness 
3. Develop Safe, Healthful, and Peaceful Environments 
4. Nurture Meaningful and Cooperative Partnerships and Relationships 
5. Improve Adaptability, Flexibility, and Resilience 
 

While these goals aim to guide and motivate social sustainability practice and mentality 
at UBC, they are not considered to be strategies for achieving such.  Instead, these five 
goals act as overarching principles under which a more comprehensive social 
sustainability action plan will be contemplated and produced.   
 
1. Equality in Diversity 
The goal of ‘Equality in Diversity’ arises from the assertion that every community 
member should have equal access to both resources and respect regardless of the unique 
qualities of their identity such as race, ethnicity, age, religion, sexuality, or physical 
ability.  Truly valuing difference and seeking to best understand that a diverse population 
requires diverse social considerations are essential to perpetuating equality among all.   

 
An important aspect of equality is to distribute benefits and burdens in an equitable 
manner so as not to disadvantage one specific group at the advantage to another group. 
(Hallsmith 63). Furthermore, if inequality is not controlled and allowed to run free, 
people will be too consumed by the accumulation of wealth and end up competing 
against each other for resources, and forget about the common bond that unites us all 
(Baehler).  
 
2. Social Inclusiveness 
The aspirations, interests, and values of all the groups in a given community must be 
taken into consideration. In addition, each group should have the opportunity to 
participate fully in community activities and events. Social exclusion is detrimental to the 
development and vitality of humans and will reduce the potential synergy that can be 
derived. In particular, effort must be taken to reach out to those who participates the least 
in terms of community life. Through social inclusion, a sense of belonging will become 
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apparent as a self-emergent property of our complex community. People will have the 
opportunity to engage with other members of the community, which ties in with our goal 
to nurture relationships. Furthermore, people should have the right and opportunity to 
engage in the decision-making process and voice their opinion on the issue at hand. 
Through such a process, people will be able to exercise their power, feel valued and 
enjoy a greater sense of autonomy. 
 
 
3. Safe, Healthful, and Peaceful Environments 
The importance of the personal wellbeing of community members makes this goal 
integral to the vision of social sustainability at UBC. Mutual respect is integral to 
bringing about a sense of safety within communities, as each member will feel dignified 
and free of worry of being violated. Promoting individual rights and a sense of common 
goals will provide the necessary conditions to achieve the desired environment stated 
above. Health services and programs can be initiated to enhance the well-being of 
students on campus. Safety and health is crucial to the development and advancement of 
the individual and community. Without those elements, other goals will be hindered and 
impeded.  
 
4. Cooperative Partnerships and Relationships 
This goal is not one that is commonly found in many other social sustainability 
frameworks, although it is often subtly presented or implied, we however find it 
absolutely crucial to highlight the importance of this goal of social sustainability 
especially in a university context.  As we find social sustainability to be an aim of 
maximizing the potential of both individual and community members, and that a 
powerful whole is greater than the sum of its parts, meaningful and cooperative 
partnerships between stakeholders is crucial.  When actors are envisioned as nodes of 
unique knowledge, ability, and perspective, it is easy to see how important it is to 
strengthen the fluid communication between actors.  In addition to partnerships, healthy 
and caring relationships that are mutually beneficial and supportive is vital to socially 
sustainable communities.   
 
5. Adaptability, Flexibility, and Resilience 
Finally, the goal “Adaptability, Flexibility, and Resilience” speaks to one of the most 
foundational aspects of social sustainability – longevity.  The Oxford English Dictionary 
defines ‘sustainable’ as “capable of being borne or endured; supportable, bearable” 
(Oxford Dictionary website).  While this definition is obviously derived from a different 
context, it is clear that sustainability implies a maintenance of vitality.  In an ever-
changing and increasingly fast-paced world, it is unreasonable to suppose that any sort of 
imagination of social sustainability could rigidly continue to be beneficial for a changing 
community in a changing society.  This imagination needs to be constantly improved 
upon to provide communities with the dexterity to respond to changing conditions and 
needs. Resiliency can be measured by “population density, cultural and lifestyle diversity, 
and the number and combination of different skills that are found within a community” 
(Wilson 6).  This goal is closely linked to the goal of “Equality in Diversity” as any 
framework of social sustainability must be flexible to the diverse and changing needs of 
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community members.  Furthermore, this goal is a nod to the two other elements of 
‘sustainability’ – the environmental and economic.  Simply considering social 
sustainability without a considering the unpredictability of the influences of 
environmental and economic sustainability makes for a short-sighted social sustainability 
mentality.    

 
Conclusion 
Social sustainability is an emerging area of social thought and practice that is 
increasingly utilized as a tool and adopted as a mentality for institutions and community 
members.  As part of the tri-dynamic of the more all-encompassing term 'sustainability', 
social sustainability at The University of British Columbia – like many other societal 
actors – has yet to be a robust field that is well integrated into the institution.  This report 
is a response to this call for UBC.  Considered in the university context, and for UBC 
specifically, social sustainability aims to operate through distributing benefits and 
burdens equitably, developing cooperative and caring relationships, fostering a sense of 
safety through mutual respect, enhancing civic participation, and adapting to internal and 
external changes in an efficient and beneficent manner. The progression of community 
development must be accompanied by the mentality of prosperous longevity, keeping 
future imaginations of UBC and the world at the forefront.  All sectors of community 
must be taken into consideration when addressing goals so that advancement in one area 
would not lead to a regression in another area.  In addition, we need to have members 
care about the needs of others in addition to their own to facilitate the blossoming of 
diversity and ideas.  Community capacity can be increased as greater knowledge is 
transferred between members through social interaction. As more socially sustainable 
interactions occur, the community system will becomes more and more dynamic, 
effective, and strong. Sustainable communities is essentially a complex system where the 
contributions of each individual results in a product that is greater than the total of their 
contributions. 
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