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Abstract 

Background: This paper presents a review of the literature and trends related to social values and sustainable 
development and describes a set of case studies from a variety of community‑based projects which illustrate the 
advantages that social values bring about as part of efforts to promote sustainability. Three approaches were used to 
develop this study: a bibliometric analysis of the topic “social values and sustainable development”, an analysis of case 
studies that concretely present community projects addressing social values and sustainability, and the development 
of a framework linking up bibliometric clusters and the cases studies.

Results: While the bibliometric analysis revealed clusters where social values are strongly connected with sustain‑
able development, the case studies indicated the lack of a common terminology and understanding of the relation 
between social values, sustainable development, and community‑based projects.

Conclusions: The study concludes by suggesting a set of measures that could be deployed to better take social 
values into account when planning policies or making decisions related to community projects.
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Introduction
September 2015 marked a significant milestone for the 
people, planet, and prosperity. It was during this historic 
occasion that United Nations Member States collectively 
agreed upon the adoption of the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs). The adoption of the SDGs would see 
the global population come together to realize the urgent 
call for action to end poverty, safeguard the planet, and 
ensure peace and prosperity. The SDGs consist of 17 
interlinked global goals that are designed to serve as a 
blueprint to achieve a more sustainable future for the 
global community, addressing among others, critical 
issues such as poverty, quality education, climate change, 

clean water and sanitation, partnerships, and sustainable 
communities. The emphasis of the SDGs and Agenda 
2030 on addressing the dimensions of people, planet, 
prosperity, peace and partnership is the further assertion 
that these aspects are crucial to the future of humanity 
and the planet [56].

Agenda 2030 and the SDGs are essentially a socially 
driven agenda, projecting—social values and trajecto-
ries. To be able to better understand the place of values 
within the sustainability debate, there is first a need to 
define social values in this context. From a sociological 
perspective, values are considered the foundation for the 
spurring of human actions. Values are also deemed to be 
instrumental in the development of an individual’s per-
sonal and collective identities, besides being a vital con-
duit for social integration [54], while being appreciated 
by those focused on sustainable business. According to 
the organization Impact [29], a social value is seen as a 
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strategic and achievable process that involves impacting 
societies positively, regardless of an entity’s financial sta-
tus, business direction, or size.

In a sustainable development context, values are often 
considered in the assessment of communities classified 
as vulnerable [51]. Under-development, environmental 
ethics, and preservation of social and cultural traditions 
are but some of the prevalent issues explored in the lit-
erature on this subject matter [57]. Development has had 
an impact on the economy and the environment. This 
situation generates a critical purpose to investigate, while 
defining and evaluating the value of development, par-
ticularly from a social stance [25].

Social values never occur in a vacuum. We are social-
ized into pre-existing yet malleable conceptions of com-
munity and social relations [28, 40]. At the same time, 
there is a tension between autonomy and egotism, the 
need to create a healthy sense of individual self can con-
flict with the need to maintain a healthy and coherent 
community, with established social mores. Historically, 
human communities have created and policed social 
values that have privileged the latter—for example the 
hierarchical “5 great relationships” of Chinese dynasties 
informed by Confucianism, or the varna (caste) system 
of India. With the onset of violent European clearances, 
global colonialism and industrialization, coupled with 
individual is facilitated by the Protestant Reformation, 
the strong bonds of community values (that were also 
patriarchal, heteronormative, and confining for many), 
were sundered. This inversion of the social order flour-
ished in the post-World War II US economy. It was 
based on limited affluence where individual consum-
ers became the social model of modernism, establishing 
a culture that diminished all other relations. This social 
value of extreme individualism has in large part become 
globalized and has led the 2000s to anomie, dysnomia, 
economic crime [39, 44], and planetary crises. It has also 
led to high rates of mental health, suicide, and life dissat-
isfaction for many, where these factors are compounded 
by living through environmental devastation brought 
by the same system of over-consumption and over-pop-
ulation [46]. It is in this context that the focus on social 
values related to healing, flourishing, and justice as well 
as mutual support and a sense of community become 
central to sustainable development and a social leg of 
sustainability; which is related to personal growth and 
being connected [28]. Therefore, all people could aim at 
„personal evolvement in the community “ the as English 
translation of the German expression “Persönliche Ent-
faltung in Gemeinschaft” [14], 32).

We point out, though, that social values in support of 
sustainable development rightfully focus on equity, inclu-
sion, and justice, but more and more data suggest that 

such values must also focus on and include the natural 
world and the connection of humans to it, as well [53]. 
Additional data indicate that as long as rampant indi-
vidualism and a strong anthropocentrism tethered to val-
ues of over-consumption continue to shape social values 
and patterns of behaviours [33], sustainable development 
will be very hard, if not impossible, to achieve. Thus, 
the question arises about what social values are being 
advanced that can promote sustainable development? For 
example, values that (1) strengthen resilience; (2) sup-
port change and transformation; and (3) advance a social 
basis for these two conditions that may support sustain-
able development. Values that activate thinking, feelings 
and actions and that relate to determining benign change 
[49] may act to overcome dysfunctional norms and values 
humans learned to follow in societies and communities.

Interestingly, there has not been much literature focus-
ing on the notions of social values and sustainable devel-
opment within the context of community experiences 
[22, 48]. Thus, with this paper we aim at creating an 
avenue to explore these concepts in greater depth. More 
specifically, we aim to understand the extent to which the 
notion of social values and sustainable development have 
been approached and described within literature, to draw 
out international best practice case study examples show-
casing social values and sustainable development within 
community-based projects, and to develop a framework 
integrating the best practice case studies and literature 
analysis.

The theoretical underpinning of our work is a three-
pronged framework that considered stakeholder theory 
to understand how economic value is created and traded, 
including its links to ethics and capitalism. According 
to Parmar and his collaborators [45] this knowledge is 
necessary to assist entrepreneurs to reflect about man-
agement with emphasis on the value of goods and trad-
ing practices. Institutional theory instead is a paradigm 
about the more profound aspects of social structure, 
that focuses on the processes by which schemes, rules, 
and norms, become established to guide social behav-
iour [2]. The third prong of our framework is the point 
of convergence of the previous two, consisting of the 
theory for sustainable development as proposed by Shi 
and team [50]. This process is an evolutionary path that 
began with the single goal of using sustainably Earth’s 
resources, to Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 
and most recently, the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). We first present a review of literature and trends 
related to social values and sustainable development. Fol-
lowing there is a discussion on a set of case studies from 
a variety of community-based projects which illustrates 
the advantages a focus on social values can bring about in 
promoting sustainable development. Finally, conclusions 
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are made and some measures are listed, which may assist 
in deploying a better understanding of social values into 
account, when planning policies, or making decisions on 
spending, for which the sustainability of specific groups 
and communities may be jeopardized.

Methodology
We are interested in exploring the context in which com-
munity-based projects focused on sustainable develop-
ment have explicitly assessed and incorporated social 
values. One method of doing so is to analyse the publi-
cations about these topics, to assess the linkages and 
themes within this research area. Our methodological 
approach occurred in three main steps:

Step 1: Bibliometric analysis of the topic “social val-
ues and sustainable development”.
Step 2: Cases studies that concretely present com-
munity projects addressing social values and sus-
tainability.
Step 3: Framework connecting bibliometric clusters 
and the case studies.

Firstly, we conducted a bibliometric analysis using the 
software tool VOSviewer. This analysis allowed us to 
assess scientific investigation by using quantitative stud-
ies; it is based on the assumption that the number of 
citations of an article tends to reflect its impact on the 
scientific community [59]. Bibliometric analyses gener-
ated information about the quantity and performance 
of the publications, giving insights into the relations 
between fields of knowledge by means of the statistical 
analysis of co-publications and citations [47].

This bibliometric analysis included peer-reviewed 
publications indexed in the Web of Science (WoS). This 
is one of the most trusted and well-known worldwide 
citation databases covering multidisciplinary research. 
The following search string was used: TOPIC: (“social 
values”) AND TOPIC: (“sustainable development”). All 
years of the timespan available at WoS were considered 
(1945–2021). Only studies in English were considered, 
with no restrictions applied regarding document types. 
The search was carried out on March 2021 and returned 
89 papers. In a second step, the titles and abstracts of the 
identified papers were checked, in order to validate their 
relevance and ensure their compatibility with the aims of 
the study. The exclusion criteria used in the study were: 
thematic relevance, interdisciplinarity, due emphasis to 
social science components under the lenses of sustain-
ability. Based on these criteria, 74 articles were chosen 
for analysis. The co-occurrence analysis was performed 
in VOSviewer and returned a set of nodes and links. Each 
node is a frequently used term in the articles (analysed 

in titles and abstracts) and the size of the node refers 
to the frequency of the keyword. The distance between 
two nodes indicates the strength of the relation between 
the terms; therefore, shorter distances tend to suggest 
stronger relations [37]. Linked topics mean they have 
appeared together, and the link width is proportional to 
the number of co-occurrences the keywords have [37, 
47]. The minimum number of occurrences of a keyword 
was set to 2, resulting in 24 selected keywords. For the 
process of clustering, where the software grouped closely 
related nodes in clusters, 2 terms were defined as the 
minimum number of keywords per cluster and clustering 
resolution was set to 0.5 (as per the software guidelines, 
this parameter determines the level of detail of the clus-
tering and must have a non-negative value; the higher the 
value, the larger the number of clusters produced).

The bibliometric analysis was complemented by a qual-
itative assessment of the literature that focused on a set 
of community projects that incorporated social values for 
sustainable development. In this second phase, from the 
results of the bibliometric analysis, we presented selected 
case studies of community-based projects and initiatives. 
Keywords addressing social values such as: equity, inclu-
sion, justice, human rights, health, values and life qual-
ity, were considered to identify the cases, as suggested by 
Estes [17]. More constructs were taken into account, such 
as: strengthening, resilience [10], and support for change 
and transformation [32]. Worldwide initiatives were ana-
lysed considering the following questions: what were the 
project’s goals? To which results has it led, in a sustain-
able development context? What difference is the project 
making? The collected case studies were presented in a 
summary table containing information about the title 
of the initiative, the goal of the project/programme, the 
main results, its geographical location and a reference 
article.

Each reported case study was examined and assessed 
for its consideration of sustainability topics such as com-
munities’ resilience, social inclusion, gender equality, 
eco-innovation, and for how those topics intersected 
with each of the four clusters that emerged from the bib-
liometric analysis.

For Step 3, the analysis of the results from the previous 
2 steps, or phases, served as the foundation for the devel-
opment of a framework, which associates the case stud-
ies (Step 2) with the clusters identified in the bibliometric 
analysis (Step 1).

Results
Bibliometric analysis
The bibliometric analysis of the 74 selected articles 
showed that the publication on the topic of social val-
ues and sustainable development is still incipient (first 



Page 4 of 13Leal Filho et al. Environmental Sciences Europe           (2022) 34:67 

publication dated 1992) and with over 60% of the publi-
cations occurring in the last 5 years.

Results of the term co-occurrence analysis are pre-
sented in Fig. 1 and illustrate the main topics associated 
with social values and sustainable development derived 
from the literature. Even with a modest set of references 
resulting from the applied search string, four primary 
clusters were generated from this initial classification.

The red cluster centres on ecosystem management, 
such as forest management, incorporating explicitly, 
social values and sustainable development. Ecosystem 
management is a concept feature that aims to protect 
environmental conditions by taking into account the 
larger ecosystem context, as well as sustainable devel-
opment and thus, is inclusive of social values and needs 
[35]. Similarly, sustainable forest management is a prac-
tice in which protecting and maintaining forests’ values is 
balanced with forests’ sustainable development in a way 
in which various, sometimes competing, social values 
come into play [6, 26].

The green cluster is focused on rural development, such 
as privately owned forestry, which suggests that some 

sustainability development researchers could be inter-
ested in the social values of rural development settings. 
For example, studies from Sweden and China revealed 
that while rural development efforts can promote sus-
tainable development, there is often an underlying ten-
sion between urban and rural social values, suggesting a 
need to identify more explicitly, the role of and impacts 
on social value systems in rural areas [6, 27].

The blue cluster centres on business sustainability, 
integrating concepts such as corporate social responsi-
bility, stakeholder engagement (in a corporate setting), 
and ecosystem services. Businesses have a role to play 
in achieving sustainable development, and research has 
explored the ways in which corporate social responsibil-
ity is driven by company and stakeholder social values, as 
well as the challenges of creating an economically viable 
business while maintaining core values [16, 20, 60]. The 
small purple cluster is an offshoot of the business-centric 
blue cluster, with a more specific focus on social respon-
sibility and globalization. For example, a study from Cro-
atia explored the intersection of and tension between the 
dynamic changes in local economies due to globalization, 

Fig. 1 Output of the co‑occurrence analysis
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especially regarding the social values and identity of rural 
communities that create indigenous products [15].

Finally, the yellow cluster centres around ethics and 
moral values. There is much interest in the degree to 
which ethical and moral values influence environmental 
attitudes, human capital, adoption of sustainable prac-
tices, and transitions to more sustainable futures [11, 12, 
24, 41]. These social values might arise out of religious 
[12], educational [3], or neighbourhood settings [41].

Case studies
Multiple case studies on social values for sustainable 
development in community-based projects could be 
found around the world. Table 1  shows the case studies 
in Latin America and the Caribbean, East Africa, North 
America, Europe, and Asia which were considered in this 
analysis.

Framework
The analysis of the case studies provided in Table 2 dem-
onstrates how any given sustainable development project 
can address multiple social values while addressing rel-
evant sustainability issues.

Figure  2 further demonstrates the ways in which the 
community-based sustainable development projects 
often intersect multiple social value categories. The pre-
sented case studies were distributed across the main clus-
ters identified from the bibliometric analysis. The red one 
represents the ecosystem management, which aims to 
protect environmental conditions, the green cluster cen-
tres on social values in rural development, the blue group 
gathers social values regarding business sustainability 
and Corporate Social Responsibility along with the off-
shoot of globalization, and the yellow cluster is focused 
on ethics and moral values (educational, religious and 
neighbourhood settings).

Most of the case studies addressed social values related 
to more than one cluster. For instance, the corporate 
case called Natura and Co Commitment to Life covers 
strategies focused on business sustainability, rural devel-
opment, ecosystem management and ethics and moral 
values. Withal Natura and Co, cases such as SAKSHAM, 
Red Rocks Initiative, FAA, INCLUDE, Equator Initiative 
and What’s for Dinner? point out a strong link between 
social values across rural development and ecosystem 
protection. Another meaningful string was found among 
business sustainability, CSR, and ethical values in view of 
the case studies Re-Code and the EcoInnovation District 
in Uptown Pittsburgh.

The implications of the results for the implementation 
of the SDGs are twofold. Firstly, it illustrates that much 
can be gained by providing an emphasis on social sus-
tainability when it comes to realizing the SDGs. Secondly, 

whereas the targets of each SDG are quite specific, social 
sustainability permeates all of them. This includes not 
only socially oriented SDGs such as SDG1, SDG2, SDG4, 
or SDG5 for instance, but also some “technical ones” 
such as SDG11, SDG12, or SDG13, all of which have 
strong social roots.

Discussion
This study has demonstrated that social values are being 
addressed in community-based sustainable development 
projects, however the social values considered herein dif-
fer depending on the focus of each project. The social val-
ues may be related, for example, to rural traditions and 
cultures, or to business stakeholders. Because sustainable 
development is locally based and context-specific, such 
that action and solutions are grounded in local needs 
[58], it follows that the social values considered would be 
tailored to the presenting issue.

However, it also became clear that currently, there is 
no a common terminology, nor a description of social 
values in the context of sustainable development. While 
the number of papers (74) identified in our bibliometric 
analysis does provide an insight into the broad arenas 
in which researchers are exploring sustainable develop-
ment and social values, we are limited in our ability to 
draw strong conclusions about the realm of social val-
ues research in sustainable development. We note, for 
example, the lack of frequently used terms related to 
equity and justice, although we are aware that there are 
researchers that are exploring these topics in a sustain-
able development framework. This suggests that some 
scholars who do this type of research are using alternative 
terms than those we used in our search string (“sustain-
able development” and “social values”). For example, they 
might have used the term “sustainability” instead of “sus-
tainable development” or, instead of using “social values” 
they used a specific social value concept they focused on, 
such as equity. Thus, we recommend that future research 
identifies the way in which specific social values are 
brought into sustainability and sustainable development 
narratives, such that future analyses can investigate more 
thoroughly, the ways in which social values are defined 
and advanced in sustainable development work.

Furthermore, the case studies that included social 
values in sustainable development were not taken to a 
broader analysis level to substantiate whether social val-
ues are being engendered to promote sustainability. Are 
the social values considered in rural development, busi-
ness sustainability, ecosystem management, and morals 
and ethics likely to promote a societal basis supportive of 
change and transformation? Are community-based pro-
jects assessing the degree to which there is a change in 
social values that prioritize consumerism, for example, 
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over social well-being? We posit that while it is essential 
that social values continue to be assessed and incorpo-
rated into community-based sustainable development 
projects as reported, a more comprehensive effort must 
be started to analyse the ways in which broader social 
values are impacting our ability to achieve sustainable 
development in different places around the world.

Conclusions
This paper explores the notions of social values in sus-
tainable development, within the context of community 
experiences. The literature was reviewed and trends 
related to social values and sustainable development were 
investigated, through a bibliometric study and juxtaposed 
to a set of case studies from a variety of community-based 
projects, with the goal of illustrating the advantages of a 
focus on social values can bring about in promoting sus-
tainable development. A framework has been presented 
that links up the bibliometric clusters and the case stud-
ies. The evidence gathered valuable data from these anal-
yses and allow some conclusions to be made.

Firstly, the bibliometric study reveals four clusters 
where the featured values feature relate to sustainable 
development. This relationship appears in the contexts 
of:

• Ecosystem management—where social values are 
evident;

• Rural development—where social values in a rural 
development setting are apparent;

• Business sustainability—where values are driven by 
corporate social responsibility and stakeholder val-
ues;

• Ethics and moral values about environmental atti-
tudes, human capital, sustainable practices, and a 
sustainable future.

Secondly, the case studies illustrate that social values 
are being considered in a variety of projects; the frame-
work deployed to analyse the case studies under the 
headings identified above, suggests that while commu-
nity-based sustainable development projects may differ 
in the values considered, some projects address more 
than one cluster.

Thirdly, it is apparent that a lack of common terminol-
ogy in relation to social values in the context of sustain-
able development is an obstacle to the analysis of the 
relationship between the two.

Finally, case studies where social values and sustain-
able development are linked, rarely consider whether 
social values are being engendered, influenced, or 
changed as a result of community-based projects. Thus, 
with less understanding of value change, we may fall 
short of achieving sustainable development.

The paper has two main implications. The first is that 
it sheds light on a topic of central relevance, since social 
components are key elements of sustainability, both as 
a theme and as an area of knowledge. The second is that 
the information here compiled and the findings deriv-
ing from them provide a timely overview of some of the 

Table 2 Sustainability topics addressed in the presented case studies

Rural development Ethics and moral values Business sustainability Ecosystem 
management

Resilient 
communities

- Natura & Co 

Commitment to Life

- SAKSHAM

- Red Rocks Initiative 

for SD

- FAA

- Equator Initiative

- What’s for Dinner?

- Social Fuel Seal 

(BSBios)

- FMNR

- Natura & Co 

Commitment to Life 

- Protege BR

- Prosperous and Fire 

Free Village

- Building Resilient 

Communities

- Natura & Co 

Commitment to Life 

- Equator Initiative

- What’s for Dinner?

- Social Fuel Seal 

(BSBios)

- Natura & Co 

Commitment to Life 

- SAKSHAM

- Red Rocks Initiative 

for SD

- FAA

- Equator Initiative

- What’s for Dinner?

- Prosperous and Fire 

Free Village

Social 
inclusion

- Natura & Co 

Commitment to Life

- INCLUDE

- ERRY

- Natura & Co 

Commitment to Life

- Natura & Co 

Commitment to Life

- INCLUDE

- Natura & Co 

Commitment to Life

- INCLUDE

Ecoinnovation - IOF2020

- GO-GRASS

- Uptown Pittsburgh 

EcolInnovation District

- NEIGHBOURHOOD 

CHANGE

- Re:Code

- Uptown Pittsburgh 

EcolInnovation District

- Microsoft’s 4Afrika 

Initiative

- Re:Code

Gender 
equality - ERRY

- Enabling Communities 

for CC Adaptation 

Planning
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variables which characterize the extent to which social 
aspects influence the sustainability debate.

Our research does have some limitations. For 
instance, it focused on case studies as data collection 
instruments, and not on other empirical tools such as 
surveys or interviews. In addition, the range of the case 
studies is limited to some of the topics identified by the 
authors, namely rural development, ethics and moral 
values, business sustainability and ecosystem manage-
ment. But despite these constraints, the study repre-
sents a welcome addition to the literature, in the sense 
that it has gathered evidence demonstrating how social 
values under a sustainable development perspective are 
perceived, and the added value this brings to commu-
nity experiences.

Moving forward, some measures which may be 
deployed to better take social values into account, when 
planning policies or making decisions on spending, 
which may affect specific groups or communities should 
be:

• A more systematic approach to taking social values 
into account when undertaking projects on the prin-
ciples of sustainable development.

• A greater use of indicators such as public participa-
tion and community acceptance, since some social 
values are not truly objective and—as such—not easy 
to quantify.

• A more adaptable design and use of a common 
framework, which may cater for a more accurate 

Fig. 2 Classification of case studies according to the proposed clusters of social values research topics (red: ecosystem management; green: rural 
development; blue: business sustainability; yellow: ethics and moral values)
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measurement of considerations of social values in 
sustainability projects.

• Employment of innovative models to promote social 
sustainability issues, both in communities, in schools 
and workplaces, in particular.

A further measure that could implemented is to design 
tools, which may cater to an assessment of the impacts 
of a project, as far as influencing social values are con-
cerned. A due emphasis on social values may allow 
communities and their stakeholders to understand the 
advantages of pursuing sustainable development, in a 
way that they can relate to.
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