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This paper investigates how transit-oriented development can protect and enhance 

community sustainability. This study explores literature on community capacity, social 

capital, and neighborhood change to generate a definition of community sustainability 

appropriate for urban neighborhoods in transition. It then looks at current models 

proposed in the literature for assessing transit-oriented development (TOD), and finds 

little of relevance for the concerns of social sustainability. The study then draws 

sustainability indicators from other social science literature and assesses their usefulness 

for transit-oriented development. Finally, it develops a set of indicators appropriate for 

measuring the performance of TOD in protecting or enhancing community sustainability 

in these neighborhoods. These indicators can be used as a starting point for agencies and 

local groups to develop outcome-oriented measures of success for the local sustainability 

of future transit-oriented developments. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

Transit-oriented development (TOD) has reached a level of popularity such that it 

now means many different things to many different people. At its core is a focus on the 

relationship between land-use and transportation. In practice, it involves changing land-

use regulations and the resulting development around transit stops to better capitalize on 

transit investments in a number of different ways.  

 But TOD has many identified benefits and many different actors. Cities hope to 

see higher densities, greater property tax and commercial revenue, revitalized areas, and 

new urban destinations. They also see TOD as a tool to redirect growth inward, saving on 

the numerous infrastructure and service costs of suburban sprawl. Transit agencies see 

TOD as a way to increase ridership and potentially help pay for transit investments 

through the sale and development of adjacent lands. Developers see the potential for 

more intense development and greater return on their investment, but often face higher 

risk and more obstacles. And local neighborhoods see the opportunity for more 

investment in their neighborhood and the provision of more jobs and services, but worry 

about adverse impacts of new development on property values and higher costs.  

 So when all of these groups are involved in creating a TOD project, they are 

pursuing different goals and strategies and are often pulling in opposite directions. This 

creates a lack of unifying TOD policy objectives. The end result is often a project that 

fails to meet the full potential of transit oriented development. These projects are re-
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labeled as transit-adjacent, to separate these bad examples from what could be. (Belzer 

2002) 

 Another result of this physically, economically, and politically complicated 

agenda is that poor, minority, urban neighborhoods often lose out. These areas don’t have 

the purchasing power to demand attention from developers. And although these 

neighborhoods often contain a higher percentage of transit users, rail systems and TOD 

work to improve ridership by increasing residential units near stations rather than 

improving services for current riders (Sanchez 2003). Rail transit also serves a wealthier 

demographic. Poor neighborhoods are often viewed as costly to the city, demanding 

services and not providing optimal tax revenue. As a result, the interests of poor 

communities are often overshadowed by a city’s preference to increase its tax base. 

 The results of this situation can be seen in earlier revitalization efforts. 

Marginalized communities failed to gain a voice in decisions affecting them, and often 

displacement was the result. Gentrification is a market-driven version of earlier 

redevelopment programs, but still displaces poor people through higher costs – mainly 

property tax.  

Gentrification occurs independently of TOD. But development is part of the 

process, drawing attention to a neighborhood and dispelling perceptions and prejudices. It 

is difficult to navigate the potential benefits and harms of this process, and benefits and 

costs for whom. But this is of vital importance both from the community standpoint and 

regionally – if transit stops are dislocating poor, but stable, communities it will be 
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disrupting, as well as placing added transportation costs on those most in need of transit 

by pushing poor households further out of the city. 

 After praising the great strides made towards transit-oriented development, Peter 

Calthorpe, in the Foreword to Dittmar’s work The New Transit Town, describes the 

present need to take it a step further: 

But the issue of gentrification must be addressed along with the hoped-for middle-class 
migration back to the city. In some places of extreme poverty, diversifying the mix of 
incomes is a good thing. But displacing whole communities by not providing an 
appropriate mix of affordable housing is a mistake. The greatest challenge for inner-city 
TOD is to balance the need for affordable housing with the need to diversify the city into 
economically integrated communities. Each place will necessarily go through a painful 
process to arrive at this balance. (Dittmar 2004c) 

 
This study will draw from a wide range of social science literature related to 

equity and community change. This literature will be used to develop the concept of 

equity as it is found in models of smart growth and transit-oriented development into 

more fully-defined and measurable principles of community sustainability. The level of 

study will be at the neighborhood scale. This scale is most appropriate for studying the 

effects of changes in the built environment and neighborhood succession on community 

networks. It is also the scale at which regulations encouraging TOD around individual 

transit sites are targeted, generally encompassing the commonly referenced comfortable 

walk of a ¼ or ½ mile radius. (Cervero 2005; Dittmar 2004c) 

This paper investigates how transit-oriented development can protect and enhance 

community sustainability. This study will explore literature on community capacity, 

social capital, and neighborhood change to generate a definition of community 

sustainability appropriate for urban neighborhoods in transition. This will be used to 

develop a framework for locally-sustainable transit-oriented development.  
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I will then look at current models proposed in the literature for assessing TOD, 

and collect the indicators that are relevant for social sustainability. Possible sustainability 

indicators will also be drawn from other social science literature. This pool of indicators 

will be assessed based on their relevance with respect to this study’s definition of 

community sustainability and on the feasibility of data collection. From this evaluation, I 

will develop a set of indicators appropriate for measuring the performance of transit-

oriented development (TOD) in protecting or enhancing community sustainability at the 

neighborhood scale.  

The goal of this work is to generate a community-centric model for the planning 

of transit-area zones around TOD stops. It will also create a tool for evaluating the social 

impacts of transit-oriented development at the community level. This is intended to 

widen the current research agenda on developing appropriate evaluations for transit-

oriented development projects to include neighborhood-scale performance with respect to 

social impacts. As Calthorpe expressed above, this is an area that has been lacking in 

current transit-oriented development projects. Identifying outcomes and performance 

measures associated with issues of social concern is a first step towards including social-

sustainability in transit-oriented development policy and practice. 
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DEFINING LOCALLY-SUSTAINABLE TRANSIT-ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT 

 

To develop a working definition of locally-sustainable transit-oriented 

development, this chapter analyzes how these terms are discussed in planning and social 

science literature. The first section of this chapter discusses the concepts of 

‘neighborhood’ and ‘community’, and the meaning of ‘sustainability’ with respect to 

these terms. The second half of the chapter will discuss how transit-oriented development 

influences neighborhood sustainability. 

 

Community sustainability 

Neighborhood and community 

Both ‘neighborhood’ and ‘community’ are social concepts that have many different 

meanings. They can be defined socially, politically, geographically, or a mix of these 

characteristics. Chaskin (1995) finds three views on ‘neighborhood’ in social science: 

“the neighborhood as a social unit, the neighborhood as a spatial unit, and the 

neighborhood as a network of relationships, associations, and patterns of use.” These 

views lead to different defining characteristics of a neighborhood based on the different 

dimensions of the concept. The neighborhood can be a place within which activities 

occur, it can be a set of social relationships, it can be defined by its relationship with one 

or more institutions (like the city), and it can be a symbolic unit with a name and 

recognized identity (Chaskin 1995) 
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 Operationally, neighborhoods are defined in various ways for research, from a 

specified distance from an individual’s home, to key local nodes such as grocery store, 

school, bank, and church, to political definitions from city planning departments or 

census tracts, to common name recognition and user-defined areas. (Rohe 1996; Chaskin 

1995; Sawicki 1996) 

While this study is interested in the social dimensions of the concept of 

‘neighborhood’ which will be further developed in the discussion of ‘community’, the 

geographic component remains crucial for the analysis of impacts around transit stops. 

Chaskin provides a good description of the relationship between the geographic concept 

of neighborhood and the social networks of community: 

Although relational networks (and particularly ‘intimate’ ties) among individuals are 
often dispersed beyond the neighborhood, instrumental relationships among neighbors 
remain common, providing mechanisms through which information and support may be 
exchanged and links to systems beyond the neighborhood may be fostered. (Chaskin 
1995) 

 
Communities can be categorized into two types – spatial communities and 

communities of interest. (Percy-Smith 1996) A neighborhood is a type of spatial 

community. However, even spatial communities share a common interest – their location. 

Threats to that location threaten them all. So to at least some extent, all types of 

community can be considered political – with a shared goal and some level of capacity to 

work towards that goal. (Sandel 1996; Moses 2001) Therefore, to the extent that a 

neighborhood can identify common interests and goals, capacity to work towards those 

goals and interests can be identified. 

 For this study, the use of the terms ‘neighborhood’ and ‘community’ will refer to 

the people who live near transit-oriented development sites. 
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Community capacity 

Community capacity can involve resources, networks, leadership, and 

mechanisms for action. (Chaskin 2001) These can all be affected by change. But capacity 

can also be understood as the ability to self-regulate and to learn and adapt to change. 

(Capra 1994) So the first challenge for defining community sustainability in a dynamic 

setting is whether to look at changes in the resources or elements of a community or 

changes in the ability of the community to respond to these changes. ‘Urban change’, 

‘revitalization’, ‘gentrification’, or any other terms relating to neighborhood change 

usually refer to changes in community resources and the people, buildings, and 

businesses in the community, not the social capacity to respond to those changes (Bennett 

2003; Atkinson 2000; Kennedy 2001). However, for the study of community 

sustainability, the concern is that the physical changes brought about in redevelopment 

influence not only the available resources, but the capacity to adapt to and respond to 

change. 

There is a great deal of social science research and debate around the concept of 

community capacity. Social capital theory (Putnam 1998) and social disorganization 

theory (Leventhal 2000) provide models for relationships between community capacity 

and poverty or health outcomes. While the use of social capital as a tool for improving 

individual health or economic well-being is a major area of current research, and still 

debated (DeFilippis 2001), the methods developed by this field for identifying and 

measuring the characteristics of community capacity are useful for studying the effects of 

change brought about by transit-oriented development.  
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The concept of social sustainability can be developed by maintaining or building 

capacity over time. It can include social equity (Germain 2002), sociocultural milieu, 

institutional infrastructure (Temkin and Rohe 1998), interpersonal networks among 

neighbors, neighborhood attachment, and social participation (Chaskin 1995). These 

elements relate to a community’s ability to learn, adapt, develop, and change – and 

therefore its ability to sustain itself. Sustaining community is not maintaining the status 

quo – there are always internal changes affecting a community as well as external factors 

(Temkin 1998). Sustainability involves “the ability of a community to adapt to changing 

internal and external conditions, to maintain its health and sense of identity, to exercise 

some measure of control over its own destiny, to promote democratic values, and to 

create a just society” (Walter 1998)  

The process of adapting to change can be fostered through strong community 

networks built through informal social gatherings, (Anderson 1990 16) grass-roots 

development work, (Black 1999 20-21) community needs assessment, (Percy-Smith 

1996) and even city policy. (Diers 2005) It can be undermined by crime, economic 

hardship, isolation, and displacement (Rohe 1996; Atkinson 2000). 

 For this paper, neighborhood sustainability refers to the maintenance and 

improvement of neighborhood capacity to work towards shared goals and maintain 

individual health and security. The next section will look at how transit-oriented 

development affects neighborhood sustainability. 
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Neighborhood change 

Temkin discusses three models of neighborhood change: 

 Ecological models focus on economic competition for urban locations among various 
social groups and the inevitable filtering down of older buildings. Subcultural models of 
neighborhood change provide explanations for neighborhood stability, such as strong 
neighborhood attachment, in the face of economic forces. Finally, political economy 
models explain the impact of larger economic and social transformations on 
neighborhoods. (Temkin 1998) 
 

Both the subcultural and ecological models are relevant for this discussion. 

Neighborhood sustainability can be viewed as maintaining the capacity of subcultural 

groups to maintain neighborhood stability within an environment of economic 

competition for urban locations. 

 Urban development and changes in the built environment can alter the channels of 

communication and organization of a community. Both transportation and land-use 

policies have historically been both favorable for the affluent and discriminatory and 

destructive for poor (especially urban) communities. (Bullard 2004; Leventhal 2000; 

Blackwell 2000; Cervero; Sanchez 2003) Smart growth, and transit-oriented 

development, in discussing land use and transportation policy, must be more cognizant of 

and responsive to their histories in relation to race and class. 

 TOD brings with it a great deal of public and private investment. In poor, urban 

neighborhoods this change in the investment climate brings about numerous changes, 

grouped under the umbrella of gentrification. There are numerous definitions of 

gentrification. These range from the sole factor of higher income residents 

replacing/displacing lower income ones (Kennedy 2001 11), to a dual requirement of 

class and physical renovation of a neighborhood (Atkinson 2000 1; Development 2000 
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15), to a third factor that also includes change in the character of the neighborhood 

(Kennedy 2001 16). This third condition, although ignored by much of the discussion, is 

crucial to the discussion of community sustainability, whether it is considered part of the 

definition of gentrification or is relegated to a secondary effect of gentrification. 

 The causes of gentrification are multiple and complex, ranging from demographic 

to economic to social and cultural. They include job growth which can spur migration 

into metro areas, tight housing markets which affects affordability in the urban core, 

urban amenities such as architectural value and neighborhood character, urban 

accessibility which is influenced by walkability and mass transit, and public sector 

initiatives (Dittmar 2004b). Transportation investment – including highways and 

commuter lines – can spur gentrification by influencing the accessibility and desirability 

of a neighborhood (Sanchez 2003 21). 

Berry describes three stages in the revitalization process that presents an 

explanatory model for gentrification. First, newcomers buy and rehabilitate vacant units, 

causing little displacement and resentment. Then, knowledge of the neighborhood and the 

bargain prices spreads, and displacement begins to occur and conflict erupts. Finally, 

prices in the area escalate and displacement occurs in force. New residents begin to have 

a lower tolerance for social services facilities and other amenities they view as 

undesirable, and the original residents are displaced on a large scale, along with their 

institutions and traditions (Berry 1985). The ways in which race and class groups define, 

defend, and contest spaces within a neighborhood are complex and difficult to measure, 

but go far beyond housing prices and tax expenses (Anderson 1990). 
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 Gentrification sometimes occurs during a city’s revitalization process, where the 

private or public sector works to enhance the physical, commercial, and social 

components of neighborhoods and the future prospects of its residents (Kennedy 2001a 

16). Urban revitalization often involves ‘rebranding’ an area for a wealthier market pool 

of residents, businesses, and cultural and leisure facilities that serve new groups (Bennett 

2003). When these serve wealthier clients exclusively or replace businesses and facilities 

that serve the poorer, existing residents, then this furthers the gentrification process. 

Gentrification has occurred in waves in the United States. The process was seen in the 

urban renewal efforts of the ‘50s and ‘60s, the back-to-the-city movement of the ‘70s and 

‘80s, and the current economic growth and downtown revitalization experienced in cities 

across the United States (Kennedy 2001 11). 

Gentrification can also cause higher property taxes, rents, and property values, 

loss of local businesses, institutions, and cultural amenities, and displacement (Bennett 

2003; Kennedy 2001; Atkinson 2000). 

 An increase in affluent residents could lead to a more heterogeneous community, 

which could potentially strengthen the community. (Leventhal 2000) The challenge has 

been how to protect marginalized communities, businesses, and institutions during the 

process of gentrification so that they can take advantage of the potential benefits. There 

are also important issues of race and community identity that make this difficult. 

 Chaskin (1995) also finds that different groups have different values that affect 

how they relate with and identify the neighborhood. According to work done by Lee and 

Campbell, African Americans, older people, the unemployed, the unmarried, and long-
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term residents are more likely to stress the social dimension of their neighborhood, while 

young persons, whites, well-educated and employed define the neighborhood in primarily 

territorial and structural ways. (Chaskin 1995) This finding has serious implications for 

social sustainability and the potential for sociocultural milieu within a heterogeneous 

neighborhood. While younger and more affluent groups have access to more resources, 

they identify less with the neighborhood community. This poses a challenge for the 

neighborhood to draw these new groups into the social network and take advantage of 

their financial, informational, and political resources. 

 

Evaluating the effects of neighborhood change 

 The first challenge to evaluating the effects of gentrification is the multiple costs 

and benefits associated with it. Capital investment into blighted or marginalized 

neighborhoods can raise the quality of life and provide new jobs for the residents, provide 

new clients and investment opportunities for local businesses, and increase the income, 

racial, age, and educational diversity of a neighborhood. It can also cause higher property 

taxes, rents, and property values, loss of local businesses, institutions, and cultural 

amenities, and displacement (Bennett 2003; Kennedy 2001; Atkinson 2000). The net 

effect of gentrification is therefore highly dependent upon individual circumstance: 

Gentrification is a double-edged sword. It is often a productive byproduct of revitalizing 
city neighborhoods, but it can impose great costs on certain individual families and 
businesses, often those least able to afford them. In some cases, these consequences are 
clearly positive or negative; in other cases, there can be both positive and negative 
impacts, depending on the perspective of the stakeholder. In some cases, a single 
constituency may be divided on a given issue. (Kennedy 2001 24) 
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According to Jupp, one thing that can mitigate the negative and bring positive change is 

slowing down the process of gentrification, allowing for interconnections and integration 

to form among diversity (Atkinson 2000 18). 

 The most widely debated negative aspect of gentrification is displacement. The 

first element in the debate is over what counts as displacement. Lee and Hodge discuss 

the possibilities of defining displacement, from landlord harassment to the pricing out of 

existing residents. If rents go up, people move. This occurs to renters everywhere. But 

does that count as displacement (Atkinson 2000 3-4)? For our discussion, being forced to 

move due to rising prices counts as displacement. It might not be forced or overt, but 

market forces are affected by policies and individual actions, and even if displacement is 

not deliberate, it still can harm a community. 

 Some argue displacement is neither a necessary nor sufficient condition for 

decline in living standards of poor households and that research is inconclusive on 

whether or not gentrification harms the poor (Vigdor 2002). However, other researchers 

disagree. Hartman found in one study that eighty percent of displacees ended up having 

to pay more for worse accommodations (Atkinson 2000 3). Lyons “finds that local 

migration is associated with low-status households, while longer range migration may be 

associated with those of higher status, indicating a greater degree of choice for such 

movers. This research suggests that displace moves are predominantly made to locations 

nearby but to property which is in a worse condition. They often move to a friend or 

relative’s accommodation, which may help to account for much of the subsequent 
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overcrowding experienced by displacees and the increased amount of hidden household 

formation” (Atkinson 2000 5).  

In a recent study, Freeman found that while gentrifying neighborhoods have only 

marginally higher migration rates, they do have lower rates of intra-neighborhood 

mobility compared with non-gentrifying neighborhoods. This means that when residents 

do move, they become more likely to move outside of the neighborhood. While 

Freeman’s findings question displacement as a serious factor in gentrification, they do 

demonstrate the changing preferences of lower-income residents as an area gentrifies. 

(Freeman 2005) Whether this is a result of changes in housing availability or affection for 

the neighborhood, it directly affects the local community. 

 Whether or not individuals are better or worse off after moving, the geographic-

based community that makes up a neighborhood is affected by the dispersal of its 

residents and the changing makeup of the community. Gentrification threatens 

sustainability of community networks and of services which excluded groups rely on. An 

influx of affluent groups “may alter the social characteristics and services of an area so 

that residents’ social networks are distended while the cost of living may increase as 

service provision caters for higher income groups” (Atkinson 2000 1).  

Community institutions and small businesses that provide goods and services to a 

local clientele can also be displaced along with residents (Thinkers 2000). Public services 

become less necessary as the community becomes richer (Atkinson 2000 14). Social, 

physical, economic and environmental changes all occur within a gentrifying 



 15

neighborhood, and may be entirely unrelated to the lifestyles of existing residents and the 

resources on which they live. (Atkinson 2000 15) 

New development projects and designs can be viewed as ‘white’ spaces, based on 

cultural norms and ideals that are not culturally inclusive. The physical structures that 

professionals put up for mixed-use, mixed-income developments may further the sense 

that revitalization is not for the current residents, along with the people and uses that 

move into the spaces (Dunham-Jones 1999). New service infrastructure that caters to 

new, wealthier residents can lead to a sense of separation from redevelopment and a 

sense of resentment towards the changes occurring. The transitory nature of some new 

residents creates a weaker social fabric and can lead to increases in crime and anti-social 

behavior (Atkinson 2000 15). 

 Starbucks, or other gourmet coffee shops, are often viewed as a symbol of 

gentrification in an area. These institutions provide community spaces, but only for those 

that can afford the expensive goods sold at these establishments. They are critical 

institutions in a wealthier community, but serve only as a symbol of gentrification to 

poorer ones (Development 2000). 

 Communities can play a role in combating gentrification by participating in the 

policy decisions that help to shape the market and social forces fueling the process. 

PolicyLink defines community building as “continuous, self-renewing efforts by 

residents and professionals to engage in collective action aimed at problem-solving and 

enrichment that results in improved lives and greater equity, and creates strong 
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relationships, networks, institutions and assets, and new standards and expectations for 

life in community” (Blackwell 2000). 

 

Transportation and community sustainability 

Equity and urban development 
 

Urban development and transportation infrastructure have had a long history of 

unequal treatment and impacts for poor and minority communities. The car culture and 

zoning practices in the United States have created an urban pattern of low density 

housing and the geographic separation of different land uses. This is commonly referred 

to as sprawl. Sprawl has social and economic consequences as well as environmental. 

People of color make up a large share of the population in sprawl threatened cities 

(Bullard 2004). “Sprawl has contributed to the persistence of inequity in this country. The 

policies that drove sprawl, as manifested in the suburbanization of America, were race-

based” (Blackwell 2000).  

Sprawl also makes longer travel distances necessary, and reduces the feasibility of 

public transportation. The increased costs of transportation associated with sprawl have 

disproportionately burdened poorer communities. A 1998 report from Surface 

Transportation Policy Project found that households in the lowest income quintile spent 

36 percent of their household budget on transportation. Those who used a vehicle spent 7 

percent more of income on transportation than those using public transportation (Sanchez 

2003 12). At the same time as making longer travel distances necessary, sprawl also 

reduces the feasibility of public transportation (Sanchez 2003 13). US highways are 
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designed to bring suburbanites into city jobs. Highway construction has been at the 

expense of severing in-town communities and dislocating urban residents. Highway 

siting has had a disproportionate impact on poor and minority communities (Cervero; 

Sanchez 2003 20). 

 Transportation spending has also shown stark inequities. Less than 20 percent of 

federal money spent on surface transportation goes towards public transportation. The 80 

percent going towards highway dollars is spent disproportionately on less-populated 

areas. There are even inequities within public transit. Low income riders often subsidize 

higher-income riders due to higher fares for short trips and central-city routes. Bus transit 

makes up over sixty percent of transit trips and is more-widely used by low income 

households than other forms of transit.1 At the same time, it receives only 31 percent of 

capital funds spent on transit nationwide (Sanchez 2003 11-14). 

 

Smart growth 

Smart growth is an effort by city planners and policymakers to reverse the 

negative trends related to sprawl. It aims to address three inter-related problems – “the 

density of development, the spatial separation of land use, and the lack of transportation 

mode choice” (Knaap 2002). It involves the coordination of transportation and land use in 

order to remedy these problems (Cervero). Through this coordination, cities hope to 

concentrate employment and services, increase pedestrian access, cluster housing, and 

                                                 
1 According to the 2001 National Household Travel Survey, in urban areas, households earning less than 
$20,000 comprised 47 percent of bus riders and 6 percent of commuter rail riders, while households 
earning $100,000 or more comprised 42 percent of commuter rail riders and 7 percent of bus riders. 
(Sanchez 2003 14) 
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mix land use types. The proclaimed benefits of incorporating smart growth development 

include “farmland preservation, environmental protection, infrastructure cost saving, 

improved human health, and social equity” (Knaap 2002 3). 

 While smart growth proponents often include social equity as a beneficial 

outcome, researchers and academics within the field of social justice argue that equity 

should be at the center of the smart growth movement, since sprawl has contributed to 

inequity in the first place and people of color have historically had fewer housing and 

residential choices (Blackwell 2000; Bullard 2004). 

 

Transit-oriented development 

 Transit-oriented development, or TOD, is a form of smart growth. It involves 

allowing increased density and mixed-use development near transit stops, to better 

capture the benefits of the linkages between land use and transportation. It creates 

potential benefits for location efficiency (between home, work, and other destinations), 

value recapture (homeownership, savings), livability (access, amenity, reduced burden), 

financial return (to transit, city, developer), neighborhood choices (housing, retail), scales 

appropriate to communities, and more efficient regional patterns (Dittmar 2004a). 

 But TOD is the result of coordination between many different stakeholders. And 

it is through this coordination that it is so hard to secure the guarantees that can ensure 

equitable development. Transit agencies, city officials, developers, banks, and local 

residents all have different objectives and concerns for TOD, making it difficult to 

develop a joint vision. Goals can range from return on investment, environmental or 
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social performance, neighborhood protection, traffic relief, to transit ridership. Often the 

more the government is involved in the project; the more risk for the developer and the 

higher the cost. At the same time, there is often a value gap that requires public 

investment in order to pursue the multiple objectives of smart growth and to attain the 

various benefits of TOD (Belzer 2002; Dittmar 2004a). 

 The big question, in light of the gentrification discussion, is whether the denser, 

transit-oriented development patterns generated by these projects benefit everyone, 

especially the existing residents when development occurs in existing, poorer 

communities. Burton finds that research provides evidence that compact cities may 

support equity, but only if implemented in a way that maximizes benefits and ameliorates 

potential problems (Knaap 2002 13). Belzer and Autler point to the fact that TOD does 

not drive real estate development alone and so special action is needed to ensure that 

affordability and mixed income housing results from TOD development (Dittmar 2004a). 

 Equitable development is “the creation and maintenance of economically and 

socially diverse communities that are stable over the long term, through means that 

generate a minimum of transition costs that fall unfairly on lower income residents” 

(Kennedy 2001a 14). For TOD policies to generate equitable development, 

“decisionmakers in the public and private sectors must anticipate these potentially 

harmful effects and take effective and timely steps to mitigate them now, and into the 

future.” (Kennedy 2001a 11) 

 In addressing the concerns of existing residents in urban areas where TOD is 

occurring and the considerations of equity, most TOD projects focus entirely on the issue 
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of affordability. Many city policies have requirements for a percentage of affordable units 

in projects that take advantage of transit zone benefits. But current TOD does not address 

the subtler costs of gentrification discussed in the literature (Belzer 2002). 

 TOD does provide some other affordability benefits for existing residents. TOD 

reduces transportation costs for residents that reduce the use of cars by using transit or 

taking advantage of mixed-use development and walkable retail. (Bernstein 2005) But for 

existing residents to take advantage of this, the transit needs to increase accessibility 

and/or provide retail services that meet their needs. This is not a guarantee, especially for 

poorer residents. These residents are not a strong financial draw, and they are already 

more likely to use transit. 

 Also, market demand – not growth management policies – is the primary 

determinant of housing prices. (Nelson 2002) In changing the character of an area and 

people’s perceptions of a neighborhood, TOD’s influence on market demand in a 

neighborhood may have a greater effect than its actual provision of housing or the 

policies in place. But whether this is greater or less than gentrification effects that might 

otherwise take place is hard to determine. Private financing of a project would indicate 

that gentrification is already under way. At the same time, if well coordinated, TOD may 

help secure more public involvement and financing in mitigating the negative effects. 

 

Locally sustainable transit-oriented development 

Theories related to smart growth and TOD discuss benefits for all (Knaap 2002; 

Dittmar 2004c). But little seems to emerge from existing projects, with the exception of 
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affordable housing requirements in some cases. Focusing growth into urban areas entails 

redeveloping and reconfiguring existing neighborhoods. These regional policy decisions 

change the physical, demographic, and economic character of neighborhoods, which in 

turn affects the social sustainability of existing communities. Affordability is only one 

community concern with regards to change - sustaining local communities requires more.  

 Locally sustainable transit-oriented development is TOD that protects the viability 

of individuals and the community as a whole. It protects existing residents from 

displacement and minimizes increases in housing and transportation costs, supports local 

businesses and institutions important to the existing community, and provides space for 

interaction between heterogeneous groups.  
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MEASURING LOCALLY-SUSTAINABLE TRANSIT-ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT 

 

In order to assess community sustainability of transit-oriented development, this 

chapter provides a review of current evaluation and performance measurement of TOD. It 

then reviews neighborhood and community sustainability indicators from a range of 

social science research. It concludes with a discussion of the most-relevant indicators for 

locally-sustainable transit-oriented development. By developing measurements for 

sustainability at the neighborhood level, we can instigate monitoring and evaluation of 

smart growth policies and TOD developments to see how well they are performing in 

terms of social sustainability.  

 

Methodology 

 This chapter looks at contemporary work on TOD evaluation (Cervero 2005; 

Belzer 2002; Renne 2005) as well as indicator studies from a range of social science 

literature (transportation equity, gentrification studies, social capital theory, and 

participatory research) to generate a pool of indicators relevant to the discussion of 

socially-sustainable transit-oriented development. It presents these indicators within the 

authors’ framework and justification for their use. Similar to the methodology developed 

by Renne and Wells (2005), this study evaluates these indicators based on their relevance 

to desired outcomes – affordability and viability, transportation equity, economic change, 

and interaction and involvement – and the feasibility of data collection. Finally, it 

presents a list of proposed indicators for socially-sustainable TOD and discusses their 
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use. For those indicators that are most relevant but are potentially costly or difficult to 

track, an alternative list of more-feasible indicators is also proposed. In utilizing these 

indicators, local data availability and resources can be taken into consideration in 

evaluating the appropriateness of these options for implementing an evaluation of the 

performance of transit-oriented development. 

 

Indicators in the literature 

Social indicators in transit-oriented development studies 

There are numerous relatively recent efforts to measure the benefits of TOD by 

government agencies and smart growth proponents, but little has been done to address 

issues of local sustainability.  

Affordable housing is the most common ‘social’ element included in transit-

oriented development, but even this is not a pervasive element. According to a study by 

Robert Cervero reported in 2005, less than 30% of cases involved subsidized housing. 

(Cervero 2005) He also cites arguments over affordability at specific sites – one source 

quotes units costing 30% higher than the average for the county. While he discusses 

Putnam’s social capital theory and the idea that reducing auto-dependency and 

walkability increase interaction and social participation, the lack of affordability fails the 

social equity component of transit-oriented development (Cervero 2004).  

Some TOD projects attempt to deal with displacement due to higher rents and 

prices with affordable housing units, but current TOD does not try to address the more 

‘subtle’ issues of gentrification. (Belzer 2002) 
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Belzer and Autler discuss the importance of identifying the desired outcomes of 

TOD rather than the built form to allow “a better benchmark of success and a better 

measure of the tradeoffs that most projects must make” (Belzer 2002). They go on to 

provide a performance-oriented definition of TOD that includes six criteria: location 

efficiency, value recapture, livability, financial return, choice, and efficient regional land-

use patterns.  

In 2005, Renne and Wells conducted a survey of indicators used by public 

agencies involved in transit-oriented development. They asked respondents to evaluate 

the usefulness of these indicators and the difficulty in obtaining them. The full list of 

social indicators used by the various transit agencies surveyed is shown in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: Social Diversity/Quality Indicators 

 

Source: Renne and Wells (2005). “Transit-Oriented Development: Developing a Strategy to Measure 
Success”. Research Results Digest 294, Transportation Research Board. 
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Transportation equity studies 

 In distinguishing between structural and functional accessibility, Laren Scott 

(1998) provides a good framework for understanding transportation challenges from a 

social perspective. Scott describes the more common structural components of 

accessibility study as including: the spatial distribution of jobs and workers and 

transportation infrastructure connecting them, estimated travel time costs, jobs/housing 

balance, spatial/skills mismatch, and journey-to-work commute planning. Functional 

accessibility, on the other hand, deals with “a variety of attributes associated with 

different groups of individuals (their resources, aptitudes, constraints, preferences, 

ingenuity, etc.) which lead to different patterns of realized accessibility.” Scott describes 

the need for “testing how well variations in income, race/ethnicity, gender, occupation 

explain sensitivity/insensitivity to the structural constraints of accessibility imposed by 

urban spatial structure.” (Scott 1998 31) 

 

Gentrification studies 

There have been several different approaches to developing neighborhood-scale 

indicators. Studies of gentrification have identified measures that can be used to assess 

local impacts. DeGiovanni used tenure conversion from renting to owning in one study as 

an indicator of displacement. But since tenure conversion is only one potential source of 

displacement, this indicator is likely to produce an underestimate (Atkinson 2000 3; 

Kennedy 2001a 18). Studies can also look at increases in down payment ratios or 

declines in FHA-financing for other indications of a shift in the income levels of a 
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population. Gourmet coffee shops and other higher-end retail can also provide a good 

indicator of gentrification in a region (Development 2000; Kennedy 2001a 18).  

 

Social capital theory research 

Another approach is to develop more sophisticated measures of social capital that 

would be sensitive to displacement and group interactions. For their research, Temkin 

and Rohe propose a “social capital model of neighborhood change that measures social 

capital as a function of two constitutive elements: sociocultural milieu and institutional 

infrastructure.” While their measure of neighborhood change is problematic for the 

changes of interest in this study (they use increases in a neighborhood’s property values 

as indicators for greater neighborhood stability), Temkin and Rohe provide a detailed 

social capital model of the process of neighborhood change (See Figure 1). 

In this model, there are two factors that lead to different neighborhood outcomes: 

sociocultural milieu being present or absent; and strong or weak institutional 

infrastructure. Institutional infrastructure refers to the presence of neighborhood 

organizations and their ability to “provide an effective liaison between neighborhood 

residents and policy makers who decide how municipal resources are allocated” (Temkin 

1998 70). In defining sociocultural milieu, Temkin and Rohe draw three social structural 

characteristics from Warren and Warren. These are: an identifiable spatial and symbolic 

environment within the larger city, interaction between neighbors, and social ties with 

people outside the neighborhood. They then include affective attachments of residents to 

their neighborhood and opportunities for shopping, recreation, and other social activities. 
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Figure 1: A Social Capital Model of Neighborhood Change 

 
Source: Temkin, Kenneth and Rohe, William M. (1998). “Social Capital and Neighborhood Stability: 
An Empirical Investigation”. Housing Policy Debate. 9:1, p. 68. 
 

This operational definition of sociocultural milieu is important for transit-oriented 

development. Since TOD proposes a different built form, it has potential positive and 

negative effects on neighborhood identity and affective attachments as well as the 

interactions and social opportunities available to residents. Table 2 shows the full list of 

variables used in Temkin and Rohe’s analysis of sociocultural milieu. 
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Table 2: Variables Used in Sociocultural Milieu Principal Components Analysis 

 
Source: Temkin, Kenneth and Rohe, William M. (1998). “Social Capital and Neighborhood Stability: 
An Empirical Investigation”. Housing Policy Debate. 9:1, p. 68. 
 

Participatory research 

The Neighborhood Sustainability Indicators Guidebook, produced for the Urban 

Ecology Coalition by Ken Meter (1999), provides guidance for participatory methods for 

developing local indicators. According to the Guidebook, sustainability indicators should 

represent complex relationships in a concise way. Meter gives two examples for this – the 

population of moose in an area as an indicator for the health of the whole ecosystem, and 

the number of salmon in a river as an indicator for both environmental and economic 

health.  
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Quoting from Virginia Maclaren of U of Toronto, Meter goes on to explain that 

“Urban sustainability indicators . . . are: integrating, forward looking, distributional, and 

developed with input from multiple stakeholders in the community.” (Meter 1999 13) 

This describes the numerous ways in which sustainability indicators must be holistic in 

their view – temporal, equitable, relational, and participatory. The guidebook encourages 

various types of indicators to serve these different purposes. It includes indicators 

focused on: a more long-term view, comparisons among diverse communities, 

background information that help define the neighborhood context, friendly spaces, and 

affordable housing (the last two coming out of community participation). (Meter 1999 3) 

Meter further describes that indicators should be focused on strengths of the 

community, and not be judgmental indicators that “are almost always those imposed from 

outside, are often backward looking, focused on problems rather than solutions, and 

frequently ask if neighborhoods will be accountable to investors, without addressing 

mutual accountability.” (Meter 1999 13) Some of the sustainability indicators chosen by 

one neighborhood group discussed in the report are listed in Table 3 below. 

 
Table 3: Long-term neighborhood sustainability indicators defined by Seward 
Neighborhood 

 
Source: Meter, Ken (1999). “Neighborhood Sustainability Indicators Guidebook”. Crossroads 
Resource Center. Minneapolis, Minnesota. 
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These indicators, developed through a participatory process, mirror many of the 

elements of the theory-based measures in other papers. The advantage here is that they 

are catered to issues of local concern, and provide a clear, outcome-oriented description 

of these concerns to policy makers. 

 From the various approaches to developing indicators described in this section, 

we can generate a pool of indicators relevant for social sustainability of transit-oriented 

development. The following section draws indicators from these studies in order to pick 

the best indicators for the different aspects of socially-sustainable TOD to improve upon 

the limited use of social indicators within current TOD evaluation. Transportation equity 

studies will help to improve how we evaluate social impacts of changes in transportation 

and the built environment. Gentrification studies and social capital research will help 

develop measures related to affordability and economic change. And both participatory 

research and social capital research will help improve evaluation of interaction and 

involvement among neighborhood residents. 

 

Evaluation of indicators 

To select among these potential indicators for the various elements of socially 

sustainable TOD, these indicators are first evaluated based upon their appropriateness and 

secondarily based upon the feasibility of data collection. An ideal list of indicators based 

solely upon appropriateness is first generated, and where these indicators are difficult to 

obtain, a second set of more-feasible indicators are identified. 
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To develop indicators that can be considered most appropriate for our definition 

of social sustainability, indicators should be simple (limited in number and transparent 

method of calculating), directionally clear (should indicate items and trends obviously 

relevant) and sensitive (able to signal progress or the absence of it). (Valentin 2000) 

Valentin and Spangenberg also recommend limiting the quantity of indicators to twelve 

to fifteen. Indicators should also measure outcomes rather than public sector inputs or 

intermediary relationships. (Swain 2003) 

The definition developed in the previous chapter goes as follows: “Locally 

sustainable transit-oriented development is TOD that protects the viability of individuals 

and the community as a whole. It protects existing residents from displacement and 

minimizes increases in housing and transportation costs, supports local businesses and 

institutions important to the existing community, and provides space for interaction 

between heterogeneous groups.” The indicators were loosely divided into four categories 

– affordability and displacement, transportation equity, economic changes, and 

interaction and involvement – to address the various elements of this concept. 

 

Affordability and viability 

From the study by Belzer and Autler, location efficiency and choice are the 

outcomes most relevant for a diverse community, allowing for a range of housing, 

transportation, employment, and retail options. Value recapture can signal greater wealth 

and opportunity in a neighborhood, but it also has the potential to work counter to the 
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goals of community sustainability, to the extent that low socio-economic residents and 

the businesses and services that provide for them are priced out of the area. 

One challenge in evaluating value recapture and affordability considerations for 

local housing is that housing production is not generally considered a primary factor for 

determining housing prices. Market demand, not growth management policy, is the 

primary determinant of housing prices. (Nelson 2002) TOD influence on market demand 

in a neighborhood may have greater effect than its actual provision of housing or the 

housing policies in place. But whether this is greater or less than gentrification effects 

that might otherwise take place is hard to determine. Private financing of a project would 

indicate that gentrification already under way. By securing public financing for 

development, TOD may attract investment into neglected areas and may also help secure 

more public involvement in mitigating negative effects. 

While some TODs might provide some affordable units with new development, 

they may also affect the affordability of the neighborhood outside of the new 

developments. Measures of renovation, increased property value, etc. treat this as positive 

benefits of TOD, while they may also be signs of residential displacement or succession.  

Changes in land values affect rents and taxes, making an area more costly for both 

residents and businesses. TOD can also help reduce transportation costs for households. 

But if these opportunities don’t match the increased costs, at least for certain people, then 

displacement can occur.  

Because of the many facets affecting residential viability, an indicator measuring 

displacement and succession is more effective (and less debatable) than the contributing 
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factors of changing opportunities and costs. But displacement itself is hard to evaluate. 

Turnover is a regular process of neighborhood change, and occurs whether or not 

redevelopment is taking place. Also, people may be leaving for opportunities in other 

areas rather than for rising costs where they are currently living. 

 

Table 4: Affordability and Viability     

Indicator 
Most 

Relevant 
Most 

Feasible 
Affordable units  x 
Housing and transportation costs as percent of income x  
Residential turnover rates / migration x x 
Number of renovated units  x 
Property values  x 
Tenure conversion   
Down payment ratios   
FHA-financing   

 

For residential affordability and displacement, two indicators are the most 

relevant: housing and transportation costs as a percentage of household income, and 

turnover rates of pre-existing housing stock. These would give a measure of how many 

people are moving, along with the best measure for the cost burden associated with living 

in the area. If both of these are rising, at least for certain income groups or housing types, 

then a good case can be made that residents are being priced out of the neighborhood. But 

collecting information on the cost burden for housing and transportation requires the 

collection and analysis of data that is not readily available. Without the use of 

independent research or surveying, the number of affordable housing units would 

probably be the best proxy for assessing the costs of housing and transportation. 
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Transportation equity 
 

The main transportation goals associated with TOD are increased ridership and 

reduced traffic congestion and vehicle use through improving location efficiency. (Renne 

2005; Belzer 2002) But greater access to public transit can also improve affordability by 

reducing transportation costs. Residents can reduce the use of (or need to own) cars by 

using transit or taking advantage of mixed-use development and new local retail. 

(Bernstein 2005) For existing residents to take advantage of this, the transit needs to 

increase accessibility and/or provide retail services that meet their needs. This is not 

guaranteed – especially for poorer residents, who have less disposable income to attract 

businesses to serve them, and are already more likely to be using transit in the first place. 

TOD focusing investment on rail transportation can draw resources away from other 

public transit options upon which poorer households more-often depend.2  

 Accessibility for different groups within a transit area is an important 

consideration for evaluating local sustainability of transit-oriented development, and it is 

non-existent in current evaluations. It is relevant not just for the discussion of 

affordability and viability of different income levels, but also affects the level of public 

interaction among different groups. 

 The transportation component of TOD can also be evaluated from a social 

sustainability perspective. There is concern that rail transit and TOD development serve 

higher-income groups at the cost of lower-income needs. Currently used indicators of 
                                                 
2 “… in urban areas, households earning less than $20,000 comprised 47 percent of bus riders, 20 percent 
of subway riders, and 6 percent of commuter rail riders. Households earning $100,000 or more comprised 
42 percent of commuter rail riders, 27 percent of subway riders, and only 7 percent of bus riders.” From 
Sanchez (2003) citing a review by Pucher and Renne in 2003 of the 2001 National Household Travel 
Survey. 



 35

transit ridership and vehicle ownership and use can be broken out by age, income, and 

racial/ethnic groups. The usefulness of fixed-rail transit depends upon regional issues of 

job/housing distribution, but differences in benefits for distinct user groups can 

undermine community sustainability by inequitably distributing transportation costs. 

 

Table 5: Transportation equity   

Indicator 
Most 

Relevant 
Most 

Feasible 
Transit benefits for different user groups  x  
Number of transit services/routes connecting to station  x 

 
 

 Measuring the transit use and travel times for different user groups would reveal 

differences in costs and benefits resulting from transit-oriented development. While this 

would be the best measure for the functional accessibility described by Scott, it would 

require a lot of data collection to evaluate. An easier indicator, though it really only 

measures structural accessibility, would be the number of transit services and routes 

connecting to the station.  

 

Economic changes 

 Local institutions are important for community-sustainability for a number of 

reasons. They are part of the identity of a place, and therefore important for a 

neighborhood’s sense of place and the attachment of its residents. They also serve the 

needs of local residents and provide spaces for interaction so important for social capital. 

Locally-owned businesses face pressures of affordability similar to residents. As the 
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values and retail potential of an area increase, retail rents rise and it becomes more 

difficult for local retail to serve the needs of poorer residents as wealthier people move 

into an area. This can affect service-provision for different resident groups, undermine 

attachment to an area as the local institutions move or shut down, and eventually 

undermine the social capital of the older residents in the neighborhood.  

The number of locally-owned businesses is a common indicator, but is a better 

local economic measure than social. Identifying important institutions prior to 

redevelopment and tracking how many remain is a better indicator for social impact. 

Also, measuring retail space available at different rates (like housing for different income 

brackets) would indicate the feasibility of retail to serve different markets. An alternative 

to this would be measuring the percentage of services provided locally for residents (i.e. 

food, clothes, church, recreation, etc.) for different income and racial/ethnic groups. This 

would help evaluate the local service provision for the range of people living in the 

neighborhood, important for attachment and interaction that support social sustainability. 

 Job creation is another area of TOD that can benefit community sustainability. 

Providing local jobs for local residents increases community assets and strengthens the 

network of relationships within a community. The number of residents working within 

the neighborhood is a good indicator for the local benefits of new jobs. However, this 

measure would be sensitive to the size of the neighborhood in question, and would be 

more relevant in some neighborhoods more than others. Smaller, more-residential 

neighborhoods might prefer to measure the number of locally-owned businesses as an 

indicator for community assets and networks. 
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Table 6: Economic Changes     

Indicator 
Most 

Relevant 
Most 

Feasible 
Percent of local institutions that remain over time x x 
Number of locally-owned businesses   
Percentage of services provided locally x  
Retail space availability at different rates x  
Coffee shops and high-end retail   
Number of residents employed locally x x 
Wealth creation / new prop tax generated  x 
Percentage of residents earning a living wage   
Number of convenience/service retail establishments  x 

 

 Out of the most relevant indicators of economic changes, the number of local 

institutions identified by residents that remain over time and the number of residents 

employed locally are the most feasible. These two indicators would measure the 

continued viability of local institutions and the job opportunities for local residents. 

 

Interaction and involvement 

 There are a variety of indicators related to new residents and new developments. 

Redevelopment of existing areas brings an influx of new, wealthier residents. These new 

residents along with the new investment are a great asset for an impoverished 

community, to the extent that they can integrate with and participate in the existing 

neighborhood. While indicators for displacement have already been discussed, there are 

other measures that focus evaluation on diversity and interaction. The mix of housing 

types, and housing prices, and household residents provides an indication of the actual 

building and demographic diversity.  

Public space for recreation and casual interaction is also important for a sense of 

community. These are places that can be shared and used by the widest variety of 
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residents, workers, and visitors in an area. Another concern about new residents is that 

they won’t be as attached to the neighborhood. Often, TOD attracts young professionals 

and empty-nesters with higher-density lofts and apartments. These residents have fewer 

children and are more likely to move, two attributes that undermine neighborhood 

attachment. Involvement in neighborhood organizations is one indicator of participation 

in the local community. 

When evaluating the relationship of sociocultural milieu and institutional 

infrastructure to property values (as their indicator of neighborhood stability), Temkin 

and Rohe find statistical significance with: political activity, neighborhood loyalty and 

attachment, and whether residents consider the neighborhood a good place to live.  

 One element of social capital that it is hard to measure with indicators is 

institutional infrastructure. The relation of the community to the city, policymakers, and 

decision-makers concerning TOD has a direct effect on the capacity of the neighborhood 

to shape the city policies and developments. Having a voice in redevelopment is probably 

the most important factor in maintaining the social sustainability of the neighborhood. 

But it is a factor of the existing capacity of the community. As a result, local resident 

participation in and support for transit-oriented development in the neighborhood is a 

vitally-important indicator for social sustainability.  
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Table 7: Interaction and Involvement     

Indicator 
Most 

Relevant 
Most 

Feasible 
Mix of housing types x x 
Mix of housing prices x  
Institutional infrastructure   
Participation in TOD planning  x 
Support and perception of TOD x  
Number of residents employed locally x x 
Public space  x 
Involvement in neighborhood organizations x  
Quantity of mixed-use structures   
Pedestrian activity and safety x  
Number of neighborhood institutions  x 
Public perception of the area   
Friendly public spaces x  
Household diversity x x 
Neighborhood loyalty and attachment   

 

 While mix of housing types and household diversity are the two most-feasible and 

relevant indicators, they both measure diversity. For involvement, support and perception 

of TOD is important, while participation rates in TOD planning are easier to measure. 

Interaction among different groups within a neighborhood is difficult to assess, but 

friendly public spaces and pedestrian activity would probably be the best indicators if 

data could be collected. The number of residents employed locally is also an important 

indicator for involvement, and was already discussed in the previous list. 

 
 

Selection of sustainability indicators for transit-oriented development 
 
 Combining the best indicators from each category provides a relatively complete 

list for evaluating the social sustainability of transit-oriented development. Since many of 

the most relevant indicators are difficult to implement, there is also a list of indicators 

representing the more-feasible alternative. This list consists of measures that were 
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considered easy to collect by most respondents to the Renne and Wells study or consist of 

data commonly collected by city or federal government. 

 

Table 8 
A: Ideal Indicator List B: More Feasible Alternative Indicator List 
Residential turnover rates Residential turnover rates 
Housing and transportation costs as percent of 
income 

Affordable Units 

Transit benefits for different user groups Number of transit services/routes connecting 
to station 

Percent of local institutions that remain over 
time 

Percent of local institutions that remain over 
time 

Number of residents employed locally Number of residents employed locally 
Mix of housing types Mix of housing types 
Household diversity Household diversity 
Support and perception of TOD Participation in TOD planning 
Interaction among diverse groups Friendly public spaces 

 
 

These indicators may relate to other benefits and issues of transit-oriented 

development, but this list is designed to measure specific considerations related to social 

sustainability. There are other benefits associated with TOD, and other indicators to 

evaluate the performance of TOD with respect to these benefits. The purpose of this list is 

to fill what I see as a gap between the social equity component associated with theory 

related to transit-oriented development and the follow-through with evaluating the 

performance with respect to social sustainability. 

Locally sustainable transit-oriented development is TOD that protects the viability 

of individuals and the community as a whole. It protects existing residents from 

displacement and minimizes increases in housing and transportation costs, supports local 

businesses and institutions important to the existing community, and provides space for 

interaction between heterogeneous groups. The major concerns that come out of this 



 41

discussion is the displacement of low-income residents and businesses that get priced out 

of the market; adverse effects of new development on existing community institutions; 

ensuring that the costs and the benefits of TOD are shared among various groups and 

actors; and that TOD provides space for interaction among different groups of people. 

This list of indicators is intended to provide an evaluation of TOD based on this 

definition. There are still a number of challenges for implementing these indicators of 

sustainability. While measuring outcomes, selecting indicators is also a discussion of 

identifying specific goals for development, goals that are not shared by every stakeholder. 

This is especially true for selecting measures particular to an existing community as 

opposed to the future residents. 

These measures are also drawn from a range of fields, some with more-

established relationships and measures compared to others. As a result, some of these 

indicators might be more-methodologically sound than others. While affordability and 

viability is based upon decades of research on gentrification and redevelopment, 

transportation equity is very data-intensive and difficult to research. Social capital theory 

is a relatively-recent and sometimes controversial methodology, and interaction and 

integration of various groups is difficult to define and measure. Yet this is one of the 

most crucial aspects of social sustainability and the ability of a community to incorporate 

and adapt to change. Further research is needed to improve our ability to evaluate the 

interactions among individuals and the strength of a community network. 

 Another complication is the uncertain relationship between development and 

social sustainability. While the previous chapter outlined many potential effects, there is 
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still a wide range of debate over the relationships between community networks, social 

capital, community development, neighborhood stability, redevelopment, and 

displacement. As a result, it is prudent to focus on better-defined risks and benefits of 

TOD, and measure these effects as they concern community sustainability. Future 

research may lead to better indicators. 

The importance for community sustainability is whether or not these indicators 

represent improvement in the livelihoods of the members of the community, or their 

replacement with wealthier residents and businesses. The real question about viability is 

whether or not residents and businesses in an area before redevelopment can stay and 

benefit from community improvement and reinvestment along with newcomers. 

Another approach to answering this is through a more qualitative evaluation of 

neighborhood change. Although difficult to provide a sense of intensity or scale of 

impact, qualitative studies can provide a better look at causal relationships and more 

complete information on residential and business displacement (Kennedy 2001a; 

Atkinson 2000). 

Finally, the local context is extremely important for neighborhood-scale 

evaluation. The scale and character of a neighborhood can change the appropriateness of 

various measures as they relate to specific social sustainability outcomes. Identifying 

indicators through a local, participatory process can help ensure appropriate measures as 

well as generate active community involvement in collecting the necessary data. This 

allows for the local concerns and issues to be identified and evaluated – both helping to 
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assess community sustainability as well as potentially improve social capital to work on 

shared issues (Meter 1999).   

In their evaluation of the Jacksonville Community Council experience with 

community indicators, Swain and Hollar (2003) state that community indicators “are 

useful, within the context of an overall community-improvement process, both as a 

planning tool, based on a community’s vision, and as an evaluation tool to measure 

progress on steps taken toward improvement. Their usefulness is maximized when they 

are both directly tied to public-policy and budget decision making and when the 

community feels a sense of ownership of the indicators through direct citizen 

involvement with them.” 

Indicators are intended to evaluate performance based on pre-defined goals and 

desired outcomes. When they link into and inform community and public action, their 

full potential can be realized. This study helps inform the work of local communities 

around transit-oriented development by investigating how to best measure the range of 

locally-desired outcomes associated with TOD. It provides a framework from which 

communities can begin to discuss evaluation of local impacts of TOD and provides 

indicators that can be adapted to the local context. 

 



 44

CONCLUSION 

 

Indicators play an important role in evaluating performance outcomes of change. 

Developing appropriate indicators plays a second role by identifying goals and objectives 

that can address tangible concerns of a community. This can help social sustainability by 

building a common community vision. Identifying community threats and assets is an 

important part of community development. While I propose specific issues and indicators 

here, I agree with advocates for a local-process approach to developing indicators to 

address local concerns and assets, and improve capacity to proactively address changes 

associated with TOD. Swain and Hollar put it well, stating “What does have impact is 

combining indicators with effective planning, advocacy, and action – based on a 

community vision” (Swain 2003).  

This paper can help provide a framework for developing a community 

sustainability vision for transit-oriented development and provide examples of relevant 

indicators. But it is in the hands of local agencies and neighborhoods to adapt this 

framework for their own use in order to support community sustainability through transit-

oriented development. As shown in identifying indicators, this can help target efforts 

towards mitigating negative potential outcomes of development, making sure the 

community remains viable and can share in the benefits from increased investment in the 

neighborhood. This is the community-sustainability goal for transit-oriented 

development. 
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 These indicators can help expand the policy discussion and design considerations 

for transit-oriented development as well. Currently, affordable housing requirements are 

the only real social outcome emphasized by transit-oriented development policy, and 

even these requirements are rarely targeted specifically for current residents. But as 

outlined in this paper, there are many other social implications of TOD that require a 

wider range of policy strategies to appropriately address.  

By identifying and measuring these outcomes, decision-makers can develop 

more-sophisticated policy strategies.  Displacement and succession indicators can help 

target new residential development for specific income groups and housing types. 

Identifying local institutions of importance can help mobilize support for their 

preservation. Focusing attention on measuring diversity and interaction can focus 

development and design on strategies for improvement, rather than relying on a weak 

relationship between density and social mixing. Further research on how to measure 

interaction among groups and the strength of relationships within a community will help 

to further improve social sustainability indicators. 

 The goal of this work is to fill a void in the current project of creating 

performance evaluations for transit-oriented development. TOD has many different 

objectives, many stakeholders, and many potential outcomes. Every stakeholder and 

every objective should be represented in evaluating TODs if we are going to push for 

greater performance outcomes. Transit oriented development should build on the 

knowledge and work of earlier redevelopment and revitalization experiences. 

Development should be equitable. There needs to be a critical mass of affordable units to 
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support local social service provision. Transportation, businesses, and services should 

provide for the entire range of needs of all different residents. And these outcomes need 

to be evaluated.  

Local sustainability also has real effects on regional sustainability. Displacement 

is disruptive and can create additional transportation costs for the displaced. To the extent 

that residents are forced out, the reduced transportation demand for certain groups is just 

transferred to another group. And the transportation costs are a heavier burden for these 

low income residents, creating social as well as environmental costs for the region. 

Economic sustainability of the region is also contingent upon a healthy mix of incomes, 

markets, and businesses. Measuring the diversity around new development supports the 

health of the entire city as well as the neighborhood. Vibrant, healthy communities 

contribute to the health and sustainability of the greater region. 

This work builds on a wide range of social science literature. It provides an 

application of this knowledge towards the implementation of socially-sustainable smart 

growth and transit-oriented development. It is the hope that this work will be a jumping-

off point for future evaluations of transit-oriented development, and for social 

sustainability to become a stronger presence in the transit-oriented development research 

agenda. 
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