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Urban Social Sustainability:  
Challenges of Neoliberal Urban Policy 

 
SUMMARY

The study deals with the analysis of urban social sustainability on con-
ceptual, phenomenological, and strategic levels. Urban social sustainability 
implies the social characteristics and processes that contribute to the long-term 
and harmonious functioning of the city system. The analysis focuses specifi-
cally on urban neighbourhoods, defined as residential areas where particular 
social circumstances develop, because the opening assumption is that precisely 
at this level it is possible to identify both positive and negative trends related 
to urban social sustainability. Since the concept of urban social sustainability 
has evolved under the influence of neoliberal values, while neoliberal urban 
policy has greatly transformed the social character of urban neighbourhoods, 
urban social sustainability is analysed in the context of neoliberalism, which 
has prevailed in developed capitalist countries since the late 1970s.

Although the paradigm of sustainable development implies the idea of 
a necessity to create a balance between environmental, economic, and social 
dimensions of development, study of the social aspect of sustainability was 
neglected until the very end of the twentieth century, with the concept becom-
ing popular among urban theorists at the beginning of the third millennium. 
Nevertheless, on the conceptual level some basic dilemmas regarding urban 
social sustainability have not been resolved, i.e. there is no consensus on the 
scope of this notion and its operationalization, meaning that the concept has 
not been shaped theoretically and methodologically. The contribution of this 
study lies in the development of a conceptual matrix for analysing urban social 
sustainability at the neighbourhood level. The study first systematizes central 
topics within the discourse of urban social sustainability, which are then used 
as a basis from which to derive dimensions and indicators for the analysis of 
specific cities and neighbourhoods. Five basic dimensions of urban social sus-
tainability at the level of neighbourhoods are: 1) characteristics of a residential 
area; 2) heterogeneity of population; 3) informal social relations within and 
outside a neighbourhood; 4) social inclusion; 5) safety.
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On the phenomenological level, the spatial framework of the analysis con-
sists of the cities of the United Kingdom and the United States of America, 
since this is where urban policy is closest to the neoliberal ideal type. European 
cities in developed capitalist, and to a lesser extent in post-socialist countries, 
are also taken into consideration, in order to demonstrate that there are con-
textual variations in neoliberal practice. The main hypothesis of this study is 
that neoliberal urban policy produces negative effects on urban social sustain-
ability, because of an increase in social inequalities within and between urban 
neighbourhoods. This hypothesis is proven by the analysis of basic dimensions 
of urban social sustainability in four types of segregated urban neighbour-
hoods, where the effects of neoliberal urban policy are most pronounced, and 
these are: gentrified neighbourhoods, gated communities, ghettos, and ethnic 
enclaves.

In gentrified neighbourhoods, significant social inequalities can be per-
ceived by analysing the characteristics of a residential area shaped by the par-
ticular lifestyle of the upper middle class as gentrifier, with marked under-
development of informal social relations within the neighbourhood, whether 
homogeneous or heterogeneous by structure. These problems are even more 
noticeable in gated communities, where the privatization of space leads to a 
total spatial and social isolation for members of the upper class from their fel-
low citizens, problematizing in particular the issue of safety within such an 
area, despite the fact that residents of gated communities are largely motivated 
by a desire to achieve greater security and protection against crime. Ghetto 
residents, in addition to being affected by numerous social problems such as 
poor housing conditions, unemployment, spatial and social exclusion, often 
bear witness to the problem of underdeveloped social capital, which makes 
any association and effective campaign towards the defence of common in-
terests virtually impossible. Ethnic enclaves share some social problems with 
ghettos, yet they differ when it comes to inclusion within the labour market, 
but a problem arises because neoliberal urban policy uses cultural specificities 
to promote multiculturalism and build a positive image of the city, while pro-
ducing no direct benefit to residents of ethnic enclaves and ultimately leaving 
them marginalized within the society.

After analysing the negative social consequences of neoliberal urban 
policy at the neighbourhood level, and confirming the main hypothesis, the 
study points out the potentials for achieving urban social sustainability through 
actions from various players in the neoliberal context – the state, the civil sector, 
and residents of urban neighbourhoods. It is important to underscore that, even 
in conditions of market regulation of housing, the state plays an important role 
in solving social issues by providing social housing and regulating conditions 
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for the private rental sector, while also planning a heterogeneous population 
structure at the level of urban neighbourhoods. Furthermore, by acting jointly, 
citizens can help in correcting the downsides of neoliberal practice by drawing 
attention to various social problems in the city through protest activities, or 
by participating in planning and decision-making at the local level. By joint 
activities in the reproduction of daily life, residents of urban neighbourhoods 
can influence the creation of a positive atmosphere in the neighbourhood, which 
represents significant potential for achieving urban social sustainability.

The analysis of United Nations and European Union strategic documents 
has shown that neoliberal ideology shapes strategic thinking about urban so-
cial sustainability to a significant degree, though in common with academic 
research papers the analysed documents put forward some observations about 
social problems in contemporary cities, and recommend measures that might 
help to achieve urban social sustainability.

The analysis on all three levels has confirmed that urban social sustain-
ability is exposed to multiple challenges posed by neoliberalism: to decades-
long neglect and an ideologically coloured interpretation on the conceptual 
level; to substantial reshaping of the character of urban neighbourhoods under 
the influence of neoliberal urban policy on the phenomenological level; and to 
the naturalization of neoliberal principles in solving social problems in con-
temporary cities on the strategic level.

Key words: urban social sustainability, neoliberalism, urban policy, city, 
neighbourhood
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