
 V. Ghomashchi, Int. J. Sus. Dev. Plann. Vol. 7, No. 1 (2012) 14–25

© 2012 WIT Press, www.witpress.com
ISSN: 1743-7601 (paper format), ISSN: 1743-761X (online), http://journals.witpress.com
DOI: 10.2495/SDP-V7-N1-14-25

BUILDING SUSTAINABILITY THROUGH COLLABORATIVE 
PLANNING

V. GHOMASHCHI
University of Prince Edward Island, Canada.

Town of Stratford, PEI, Canada.

ABSTRACT
Collaborative planning can infl uence efforts to build social capital and make consensus towards sustainability 
and sustainable development. The present study attempts to demonstrate the crucial role of social capital and 
capacity building as ‘tools’ and ‘targets’ of the sustainability journey. This paper briefl y reviews the sustain-
ability literature related to planning. Considering the collaborative approach to planning and the associated 
concepts, the present study aims to make a link between collaborative planning and sustainability. Finally, this 
paper suggests two conceptual models to explore and explain the interaction and implications of social capital 
and sustainability. The fi rst model considers sustainability through an integrated dynamic system and explores 
how collaborative planning can generate sustainability through capacity building. The second model will pres-
ent a framework of thinking and acting for collaborative sustainability.
Keywords: capacity building, collaborative planning, social capital, sustainability, sustainable development.

1 INTRODUCTION
Through remarkable environmental debates of the 1970s and the early 1980s, in different contexts 
and scales, the concept of ‘Sustainability and Sustainable Development’ was initiated and developed 
as the driving force for bringing fundamental change and creating a harmony between the environ-
mental protection, social well-being, and economic growth [1].

Over the last decade, throughout the developed and developing nations, scientists, politicians, 
decision makers, and world organisations have acknowledged the environmental problems such as 
pollution, deforestation, global warming, and climate change. Such issues are complex problems, 
requiring solutions which are not only scientifi c and technical but also social and economic [2–10].

As part of these attempts, two streams of thought have been developed broadly in the area of plan-
ning and development.

The fi rst is ‘Sustainability’ and/or ‘Sustainable Development’ as described and developed by many 
scientists, politicians, and organisations around the world from various perspectives [3, 4, 9, 11, 12].

The second is ‘Collaborative Planning’ as developed in the work of several planning scholars [2, 
13, 14]. Both concepts focus on interactive relationships with key stakeholders of planning and 
development. The two mainstreams of thought stress the complexity of the interactions that take 
place at different levels and in various types of human habitats. Also, both emphasise citizen par-
ticipation and empowerment as key elements of planning and development processes and outcomes. 
The ‘Collaborative Sustainability’ concept presented here is an attempt to make a realistic linkage 
between these two streams of thought.

While some economists, politicians, and sociologists believe unsustainability is the ultimate out-
come of human intervention in the world, many consider human capital as a driving force for social 
mobilisation towards sustainability. Nowadays, we require a shared recognition of the need to 
acknowledge the central role of people as a prerequisite for success of sustainability policies and pro-
grammes. Such an approach might be considered as a new episode of similar traditional concepts that 
have been raised since the 1960s by several urban scholars and sociologist, such as Jane Jacobs [15]. 
A shared understanding of sustainability may lead to an increasing awareness that various paths can 
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be taken to achieve sustainability. However, there exists a general agreement that no sustainable plan 
can be achieved unless it is well anchored in the public consultation, consensus, and collaboration with 
the society in question [16].

 More recently, many community planning scholars and practitioners have become increasingly 
sensitive to the relationship between sustainability and collaborative planning. Subsequently, com-
munity capacity building and citizen empowerment in decision making and planning processes have 
been widely considered in theory and practice [3, 4, 6, 9, 11–13, 16].

What does sustainability mean? How can sustainability goals be achieved? How can we build 
social capital towards sustainability? How does collaborative planning fi t within this discourse? 
Answering such questions requires a precise defi nition of sustainability and an explorative study of 
the role of people in the sustainability journey. A vital task ahead is to elaborate, more systemati-
cally, as to how collaborative planning can infl uence efforts to build social capacity and support 
people in moving out of defi ciency in its multiple forms, towards consensus for sustainability. The 
present study attempts to demonstrate the crucial role of social capital and capacity building as 
‘tools’ and ‘targets’ of the sustainability journey.

The remainder of the article consists of seven sections. Section 2 briefl y reviews the sustainability 
and sustainable development literature. The signifi cant role of sustainability in community planning 
is studied in Section 3. The fourth section examines the key issues that bring both collaborative plan-
ning and sustainability together. The concepts of social capital, consensus building, and 
sustainability are presented in the fi fth section. The relationship between sustainability culture and 
shared values is explored in Section 6. Section 7 suggests a conceptual model which describes how 
collaborative planning can generate sustainability through social capital and capacity building. Sec-
tion 8 concludes the article.

2 SUSTAINABILITY AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
The word ‘Sustainable Development’ entered the literature of international relations in the late 
1980s [1]. Since then, both sustainable development and sustainability have been used together and 
become increasingly important strategic issues for all the key stakeholders of the world society. 
In fact, sustainability and sustainable development have been rapidly moving from the margin to the 
mainstream of politics, business, science, and planning.

Sustainable development (and sustainability) literature has strongly focused on the following four 
areas: 1) the defi nition of sustainable development, its scope, principles, and vision; 2) the process 
of sustainable development; 3) the role of governments and communities in achieving sustainable 
development goals; and 4) the impact of intervention of organisations and institutions involved in 
sustainability [2–7, 9, 12].

Over the past few decades, considerable attention has been paid to sustainability presenting several 
different defi nitions and interpretations of sustainable development. However, both ‘Sustainability’ 
and ‘Sustainable Development’ have remained complex ideas that have been neither precisely 
described nor simply applied. The two concepts are normative, subjective, and ambiguous.

As a general defi nition ‘Sustainable Development’ is simply to provide for the fundamental human 
needs without exploiting nature. Having had such a general defi nition, I shall restrict myself to the 
most famous quote of the Brundtland Commission [1].

‘Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs’.

The present study considers sustainability as a conceptual approach to the development seeking a 
balance between the Earth, natural ecosystem, and human needs. In other words, sustainability can 
be defi ned as a pathway to sustainable development.
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Since, the present study aims to explain the role of ‘Collaborative Planning’ in achieving sustain-
ability and/or sustainable development. I, therefore, employed terms sustainability and sustainable 
development in the same way. The term sustainability refers, here, to both sustainability and sustain-
able development.

As noted, since the defi nitions of sustainability have been subjective, normative, and ambiguous, 
considerable efforts have been made to explain the nature, aspects, and scope of sustainability which 
is the main focus of this study.

For instance, Grosskurth and Rotmans [8] indicated four main characteristics of sustainability:

1. Sustainability is an intergenerational phenomenon;
2. Sustainability is a multi-level scale approach ranging from local to global;
3. Sustainability consists of three main domains: economic, ecological, and socio-cultural;
4. Sustainability is defi ned and explained through different perspectives and interpretations.

Considering the above characteristics, three main pillars of sustainability have been recognised. 
Economic sustainability focuses on effi cient use of resources and infrastructures as an essential part 
of development; social sustainability is looking for justice, equal opportunity, and fair distribution of 
resources, health, and quality of life for people. The main focus of ecological/environmental sustain-
ability is the protection and preservation of the natural environment and the ecosystem [5].

How can we make a reasonable and achievable balance among these three inter-related dimen-
sions of sustainability in practice?

Since the early 1980(s), the international research community has made numerous attempts to 
address this concern. Remarkable progress has been achieved, and as a result, two new pillars, Cul-
tural and Governance, have been added to sustainability. However, there has been far less progress 
in elaborating and operationalising the role of people and social capital in the sustainability process.

From a social perspective and considering the role of citizens in sustainability, Giampietro [17] 
defi ned sustainable development as the capacity of citizens to move from satisfactory to adaptable 
and viable conditions, in a certain time period [17].

This means that the extent to which people would be prepared to make decisions in favour of sustain-
ability depends on the awareness, knowledge, expertise, and values they have acquired on sustainability 
during their participation in policy-making process. In other words, the development of a just, healthy, 
and sustainable society depends on people’s values and their way of thinking and acting towards sustain-
ability. For this reason, the concept and approach of sustainability and sustainable development should 
be integrated into all levels of communication, collaboration, planning, and decision-making process.

3 SUSTAINABILITY AND COMMUNITY PLANNING
Since the beginning of the new millennium, the concept of sustainability has become a dominant 
framework of many economic and social development plans for local communities. As a result, 
sustainability has emerged as a key issue in community planning literature.

In the context of planning, many scholars and professional planners suggest a holistic view as an 
essential approach to long-term sustainability planning. Some argue that adopting a systems approach 
requires seeing the interaction between sustainability dimensions, people, and government [11]. 
In an urban context, considering the city as a complex system it has been recognised that all parts of 
the urban system are interrelated and interact with each other. Accordingly, the four dimensions of 
sustainability, that is economic, social, cultural, and environmental are interrelated and interdepend-
ent. These dimensions should, therefore, be considered equally in sustainability planning and in the 
decision-making process.
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In order to achieve this objective, some planning institutions (e.g. the International Centre for 
Sustainable Cities) stress on participatory engagement and emphasise that integrated long-term sus-
tainability is an ongoing dynamic process and is best achieved through participatory planning. They 
refer to multi-sector and multi-stakeholder groups as leaders whereby multi-disciplinary teams serve 
as the staff to the process [11, 18].

As a parallel approach, the present study argues that sustainability is a process rather than a spe-
cifi c pattern, set of principles, criterion, or rules. I stress here that sustainability should not be 
considered as a development programme and/or a project using certain resources and seeking com-
pletion in a defi nite period of time. Rather, as the key point the present study emphasises that 
sustainability is a global journey towards sustainable quality of life and well-being for present and 
future generations. Thus, this paper attempts to demonstrate that sustainability should be considered 
as a part of a community’s values. This means that sustainability should be the mainstream of peo-
ple’s way of life. Having such a defi nition and scope of sustainability, the paper examines the line of 
reasoning that deduces collaborative planning as the most important conceptual approach in explor-
ing the role of community capacity building and social capital in such a sustainability journey.

Community planning studies reveal diverse obstacles to broad involvement and the high level of 
activeness envisioned by proponents of sustainable community development. In searching for ways 
to overcome these barriers, planning scholars and policymakers have suggested the idea that we can 
create more sustainable communities through enhancing the local capacity of social capital. With 
this regard, most models of sustainable community planning stress the importance of widespread 
participation in the decision-making process [10, 11].

Considering community capacity, Roseland [12] identifi ed six forms of community capital as the 
foundation for sustainable community development. These are: natural, physical, economic, human, 
cultural, and social capital. He emphasises that for sustainable community planning we should min-
imise the consumption of natural capital; increase human, social, and cultural capital and improve 
the physical and economic capital [12]. He also stresses that increasing social capital requires atten-
tion to effective governance; strong organisations; capacity building and participatory planning; 
access to information; and collaboration and partnership [12].

Bridger and Luloff [10] stressed that before social capital is considered as a central element of a 
public policy, much work should be done in terms of developing a more precise defi nition of the 
concept, situating it within extant theories of community, constructing better measures of social 
capital, documenting the activities and networks most important in building social capital, and gain-
ing a better understanding of the forms of social capital that are most important in developing 
sustainable communities [10].

Thus, considering two key issues of sustainability as the ‘process’ of development and sustainabil-
ity as the ‘outcome’ of community planning, it would be evident that people’s effective participation 
in the sustainability process is essential and fundamental. How can such a widespread effective 
participation be achieved?

In the following parts of this essay, through developing two conceptual models, I attempt to 
explain how sustainability can be achieved through collaborative planning focusing on capacity 
building and social capital.

4 COLLABORATIVE PLANNING, SOCIAL CAPITAL, AND SUSTAINABILITY
In order to explore and to explain the role of people in planning process, there has been remarkable 
focus on communication, participation, and interactive planning in theory and practice, over the past 
decades [2, 14, 15, 19–24]. Through such valuable efforts, the collaborative approach to planning 
has been progressively defi ned and developed. The collaborative planning approach is principally 
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based on the two-way interactive communication between people and planning authorities in the 
planning process. Collaborative planning is an interactive process of consensus building and imple-
mentation with higher involvement of stakeholder and public participation [20, 21]. Collaborative 
efforts have also been referred to as partnerships, consensus building, community-based collabora-
tion, and alternative problem-solving efforts [19].

As a new way of governing environmental sustainability issues, some approaches identify an 
alternative to the government-centred process while focusing on empowering stakeholders and citi-
zens to play an effective role in planning and decision-making processes [19].

Most of these approaches emphasise that collaborative planning facilitates the interaction between 
government, residents, and all other stakeholders in the form of a partnership through consensus 
building, planning, and implementation. In her valuable book ‘Collaborative Planning’, Patsy Hea-
ley developed an institutional approach to social, economic, and environmental dynamics, to 
elaborate this process. She emphasised the importance of understanding concerns and addressing the 
collective concerns through a collaborative planning process [13].

In a similar way, the key issue which is considered here is that the collaborative planning in the 
decision-making process depends on the stock of ‘Social Capital’ of a community. However, social 
capital itself builds upon shared systems of meaning and the extent of consensus within the community.

As noted, this study attempts to explore the role of social capital and its component in the process 
of collaborative planning towards sustainability. In other words, I will explain how collaborative 
planning approach can increase social capital of a community as one of the main driving forces of 
sustainability. Exploring the relationship between sustainability and people in a sustainable develop-
ment process requires defi nitions and explanations of social capital and shared values of a society.

5 SOCIAL CAPITAL, CONSENSUS, AND CAPACITY BUILDING
The term social capital refers to the relationship, networks, and norms that facilitate collective 
action [12]. For some, social capital is the shared knowledge, understanding, and patterns of interac-
tions that a group of people bring to any productive activity [25, 26]. Putnam [26] argued that social 
capital can enhance physical and human capital of a community. Through a parallel approach, 
 Roseland claimed that social capital is created when members of a society learn to trust each other 
so that they are able to make credible commitments and rely on global forms of mutuality rather 
than on narrow sequence of specifi c interest relationship [12].

The association and interaction between social capital and capacity building has been discussed 
by several scholars through various approaches to social policy and development planning [13, 14, 
27]. To gain a clearer understanding of how social capital can build consensus and mobilise social 
action, it is crucial to consider its individual components in more detail.

Innes et al., in their Consensus-Building concept, identifi ed three types of human capital which 
are important in sustainability discourse. They are: social, intellectual, and political capital. For 
them, social capital can be defi ned as trust, norms of behaviour, and networks of communication; 
intellectual capital as a shared understanding of the facts leading to common meanings for discus-
sion and a move towards agreement on policy issues. They consider political capital as agreement on 
proposals to create a better mutual view of the outside world and a better political position. They 
emphasise that all these three types of capital are interconnected, and the absence of any one will 
affect the effectiveness of the others [14].

With a slight modifi cation, instead of political capital, I refer ‘Consensus’ as the third component 
of human capital. Accordingly, it might be said that social capital includes social relations, shared 
knowledge and values, and trust in a society. I also argue that increasing social capital of community 
can enhance and protect natural, physical, and human capital of the community.
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In the process of consensus building social relations together with shared knowledge and trust 
would play crucial roles. Furthermore, it is argued that trust is the main source of social consensus 
within a community. Trust, itself, is generated and enhanced through social relations, sincere and 
effective communication, and shared knowledge. The key questions raised are: How do these compo-
nents interact in the process of collaborative planning? What are the roles and functions of consensus 
and trust in building social capital? And, how can we achieve sustainability through capacity building?

Developing the Collaborative Sustainability approach, two conceptual models presented here 
attempt to simplify the argument and answer the questions. The fi rst model presents the sustainabil-
ity framework, the elements, and their interrelationship during the process of sustainability (Fig. 1).

Figure 1: A conceptual framework of collaborative sustainability.
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Human capital of a society itself consists of three main elements: social capital, political capital, 
and intellectual capital. It should be noted that, in the current study ‘capital’ refers to the stock of 
wealth, resources, and assets (such as the natural and built environment), as well as political power, 
knowledge, and skills that exist in a community. And, ‘capacity’ refers to a potential capital, the 
capability of becoming future capital.

Considering the proposed defi nitions, social capacity, together with intellectual capacity (knowl-
edge), creates a great potential and capability in both society and individuals for causing changes 
towards sustainability.

However, the extent of social relations depends on the degrees of both Trust and Consensus that 
exist among the community members and between the community and the government. Similarly, 
the range of people’s knowledge will be increased when consensus building improves within the 
community (Fig. 1).

As the model in Fig. 1 shows, the source of human capital of a community is shared values/vision. 
Shared values/vision can generate trust and consensus between individuals. Trust is the most impor-
tant feature of social capital because it increases the likelihood of co-operation, which in turn 
strengthens trust. Trust is based on sincere social relations and familiarity with other members of the 
community [10].

In other words, trust is the vehicle of social relations. This means that trust leads to an improve-
ment in social relations. This, in turn, improves social capital and consequently, increases social 
mobilisation in society towards shared goals.

Moreover, consensus helps to share understanding of the facts. This, in turn, increases people’s 
knowledge as another source of human capital. This again increases capability for social mobilisa-
tion of the society [28].

Accordingly, I argue here that the improvement of social capital leads to the strengthening of collec-
tive intellectual capacity, and this capacity leads to the enhancement of the capability of society. All 
politicians, planners, and decision makers need, therefore, to consider all these aspects of community 
capital during the sustainability journey. That means that in our collaborative approach to sustainability, 
we should focus on generating people’s shared values towards sustainability and building community 
capacity rather than setting tangible objectives, technical tools, and regulations. Having had this concep-
tual model, the study aims to elaborate the role of collaborative planning in the capacity building process.

6 SUSTAINABILITY CULTURE AND SHARED VALUES
As a general concept, ‘culture’ refers to people’s way of thinking and acting. It has been clarifi ed that 
culture is based on some shared system of meanings and beliefs in the society which were termed 
values. Also, culture has been defi ned as the ‘glue’ of the society; i.e. in the absence of culture, the 
society will be without shared system of meanings.

As a specifi c concept in the context of this study, culture (or the culture of sustainability) has been 
defi ned as a set of values, attitudes, and system of meanings towards sustainability generating the 
way of thinking and acting in the society.

The research suggested that sustainability is shaped by people, and sustainable development can-
not be achieved unless people hold shared values and systems of meaning towards sustainability. 
Thus, the sustainability culture as the glue of the society is an essential part of sustainability. Sus-
tainability culture must be considered in all aspects of urban life. Also, this research emphasises that 
sustainability values play a signifi cant role in the inter-relationship between social, economic, and 
environmental dimensions of development.

This study has emphasised the role of sustainability values as the driving force of sustainable 
development by revealing the central importance of such shared values in consensus and social 
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mobilisation. The research has pointed out that the growth of morality and shared sustainability 
values can improve shared understanding and create consensus in the society, which in turn can 
rectify social relations as well as the local knowledge of the society leading to a more effi cient use 
of the material resources and changing environment. Such cultural/sustainability values have the 
capacity to generate co-operative energies in development projects.

Accordingly, people in both developed and developing nations, can create a sustainable and strong 
social system based on shared values and system of meanings among individuals as members who 
feel commitment and obligation to such meanings and follow the rules and principles of sustainability. 
The more people hold shared sustainability values, the more sustainability in the society.

7 SUSTAINABILITY THROUGH COLLABORATIVE 
PLANNING AND CAPACITY BUILDING

In her collaborative approach to development planning, Patsy Healey [13] suggested fi ve signifi cant 
concepts which concern building collaborative relationships with development ‘stakeholders’. They 
are identifi ed as integrative place-making, collaboration in policy-making, broad stakeholder 
involvement, using ‘local’ knowledge, and building ‘relational’ resources. She emphasises the last 
two, local knowledge and relational resources as the bases of social capital [13]. Healey stressed that 
the institutional capacity of society will be created through increasing both the ‘knowledge-ability’ 
and ‘relational capacity’ of society. Social capital as the capacity to organise for social action itself 
depends on the extent of local knowledge and on the relational capacity of society [13].

Chaskin [29] defi ned societal or institutional capacity as the interaction of human capital, organi-
sational resources, and social capital within the community. He believed that such a capacity can 
analyse, understand, and solve the collective problems [29].

Through a similar approach, Foster-Fishman et al. [30] identifi ed the four essential levels for com-
munity collaborative capacity building as: within members, within their relationships, within their 
organisational structure, and within the programmes they sponsor [30].

Similarly, Innes and Booher [20] identifi ed four categories of capacity building: individual, organ-
isational, relational, and governance capacity.

Innes and Booher defi ned individual capacity building as the development of personal skills and 
knowledge in order to enhance communication, increase co-operation, resolve confl icts, and respect 
others as well as to empower individuals in planning policies, making decisions, implementing and 
evaluating programmes and projects. An individual with more capacity understands his/her position 
as an important part of a larger system and has more creative ideas and initiatives [20].

Organisational capacity building seeks improvement in both internal and external well-networked 
communication. Organisational capacity building refers to enhancement of shared skills and infor-
mation as well as mutual trust and shared understandings of the problems and the alternative 
responses. A well-built organisational capacity would have the potential to respond quickly to the 
unexpected situations. Relational capacity focuses on collaboration, coalitions, partnerships, as well 
as interagency and inter-jurisdictional relationships. Information and knowledge will be shared 
through a collaborative learning process for building relational capacity. Thus, constructive com-
munication would diminish confl icts and engage diverse interests and attitudes in developing and 
implementing new plans [20].

Also, collaborative planning improves the governance capacity through encouraging diverse 
voices and interests. It facilitates the fl ow of information to all stakeholders and empowers them 
to play an effective role in governance. A well-developed governance system provides a collabo-
rative community whereby members have strong communication skills and facilities to share 
their information, knowledge, and experiences. Thus, community members have real  participation 
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in the governance of their future. From a collaborative planning perspective, such a governance 
system would have a developed network of working relationships among different sectors: busi-
ness, social, and cultural groups. These sectors will collaborate to work towards understanding 
and analysing sustainability and the challenges in their community and exploring the ways to 
respond.

Through a related approach, many development professionals and world organisations empha-
sise that while sustainable development is usually linked to environmental, social, and economic 
issues, the important role of education and capacity building in sustainability process is undeniable 
[1, 31–33].

All these concepts stress that capacity building is a process of improvement in learning, informa-
tion fl owing, communication, social relations, and collaboration in decision making and action. In 
other words, collaborative planning is the approach that would conceptualise, formulate, and facili-
tate capacity building. That means that collaborative planning can be a process of capacity building 
towards sustainability achievements.

Accordingly, it is argued that social action towards sustainability will emerge when members 
of a society rely on their shared knowledge and common interpretive frameworks. In other words, 
members of a society understand their shared visions and goals by a distinct rationale, through 
the application of their own values. In a similar way, it is emphasised that socially shared mean-
ing is derived from the application of people’s shared values and these foster and promote social 
mobilisation.

Considering the concepts mentioned above, the dynamic conceptual model presented here 
explains the process of capacity building through collaborative planning towards sustainability. 
The model emphasises on Trust, Knowledge, and Social Relations as the three most signifi cant 
factors in building human capacity in a society. According to this model, building the human 
capacity of a society based on people’s shared values will increase the extent of consensus among 
the society. This, in turn, will foster social action towards the society’s sustainability goals and 
objectives (Fig. 2).

As the model shows, shared values and vision would perform as a foundation and a driving force 
of sustainability. The relationship between social capital, shared values, and sustainability is also 
simplifi ed in the proposed conceptual model (Fig. 2). This model illustrates how social capital and 
shared values will act as the driving force of sustainability.

According to the present study, people participation in the policy and decision-making process 
should be considered as a key component of sustainability and sustainable development. Building 
and expanding effective people participation in the sustainability journey should be the central theme 
of every sustainability plan and initiative. An integrated sustainable development plan should focus 
on community capacity building, increasing social capital and citizen empowerment in the decision 
making through a collaborative planning process.

As a multi-dimensional activity, collaborative planning for sustainability would concentrate 
on building social capital while considering all other forms of sustainability. Furthermore, sus-
tainable planning and development would build the community capacity through improving 
trust, increasing knowledge, and developing social relations among members. This leads to 
emerging shared vision and goals and thereby builds common grounds for initiating policies and 
strategies towards sustainability. Building human capacity (individually and collectively) in a 
society forms the basis from which social, economic, and environmental sustainability can be 
achieved.

The question may rise: could education and capacity building be misused by planners and deci-
sion makers during the development process?
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In his ‘Communicative Action Theory’, Jürgen Habermas, the well-known German philosopher, 
has addressed this issue wisely [34]. Borrowing Habermas’ [34] communicative action theory we 
should consider the following points in the collaborative planning process:

First, planning authorities would only facilitate the collaboration process. They are not supposed 
to impose any ideas or interests on the community.

Second, the collaboration process is an interactive two-way communication avenue. Planners and 
decision makers would learn while educating others.

Third, there are fi ve key principles to legitimise such a two-way communication avenue including: 
i) providing equal opportunity for everyone to access to information; ii) using a common and under-
standable language; iii) the communication and collaboration process is full of sincere and respect to 
everyone; iv) there is no pre-judgement or pre-planned decision, i.e. every single alternative should be 
presented and discussed equally; and v) everyone should be committed to the fi nal decision agreed by 
stakeholders. Having had these prerequisites, there would be very little chance for planning authorities 
and/or decision makers to misuse the collaboration process and impose their own plans and projects.

8 CONCLUSION
Considering the present unsustainable situation of the world there is an urgent need to address sus-
tainability and sustainable development in new and innovative ways.
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Figure 2: Dynamic model of sustainability through social capital and capacity building.
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The main objective of this paper was to build a conceptual framework for elaborating the interac-
tion between capacity building and collaborative planning while exploring associated implications 
for achieving sustainability. The paper aimed to explore the vital necessity of collaborative planning 
and capacity building in achieving sustainability.

The study claims that sustainability requires collective social action. Such social action itself is 
rooted in people’s shared values. This study has also emphasised the role of sustainability values as 
the driving force of sustainable development by revealing the central importance of such shared 
values in social solidarity and social mobilisation. Hence, in a discourse on sustainability, under-
standing and building people’s shared values is a vital task. This means that people including 
development planners, scholars, and decision makers need collective central rules and values. These 
shared systems of meanings are fundamental to communication, understanding, and collaboration.

As a multi-dimensional activity, collaborative planning for sustainability should concentrate on 
building social capital while considering all other aspects of sustainability. In addition, according to 
the present approach, social capacity building based on improving trust, increasing knowledge, and 
developing social relations among the society should be considered as both tools and targets of 
sustainability.

This essay emphasised that social, environmental, and economic sustainability is the result of 
community development and changes in people’s system of reasoning. According to the collabora-
tive sustainability approach, sustainability achievement requires inclusive participation from all 
stakeholders: agents, agencies and, in particular, common people. Collaborative sustainability would 
attempt to create extended social relations between all parts of a society at different levels in order 
to generate and enhance trust and consensus among them. This leads to building shared vision and 
goals of sustainability as well as identifying common ground for initiating sustainable policies and 
strategies. Integrated sustainable social, economic, and environmental initiatives will fl ow through 
such policies and strategies.
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