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ABSTRACT

Rapid urbanisation presents multiple opportunities, but also poses challenges for equitable
distribution of gains from socio-economic developments. This systematic review explored the
role of social inclusion within the urban sustainability agenda.

Sustainable urban developments were conceptualised as comprising environmental, spatial,
social and economic perspectives; and social inclusion as entailing access to core services
(healthcare) and resources (food). A search of five databases and grey literature returned 1,015
articles; 26 papers were included following screening using pre-determined criteria. Data was
analysed thematically. The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) recommendations were followed.

Most included studies were from North America and few were from Africa and Asia. More
empirical than conceptual studies were found, and more focused on food than healthcare.
Social inclusion was generally included within the urban sustainability but was often an
autonomous component, rather than mainstreamed, within urban sustainability. Social inclu-
sion was mostly related to multiple elements of sustainability, with the greatest focus on
combinations of environmental, social and economic opportunities for under privileged
groups. However, less consideration was given to gender, ethnicity and other aspects of
intersectionality. Multiple theories contributed to transferability of lessons.

Key policy implications include prioritising the most vulnerable socially excluded popula-
tions, ensuring equal representation in urban planning, designing people-centred systems,
building partnerships with communities, considering socio-cultural-political-economic con-
texts, and recognising both intended and unintended effects. More research is needed in
low and middle-income countries (LMICs) on the role of social inclusion in achieving sustain-
able development, using cross-disciplinary approaches.
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Introduction
inequalities), 3 (Good health and well-being) and 2

(Zero hunger) which emphasise the importance of
equitable distribution of socio-economic opportunities

The world is rapidly urbanising, with 50% of the popu-
lation in Asia and 43% of the population in Africa

already living in cities in 2018 (UN DESA 2018).
Urbanisation presents multiple opportunities for socio-
economic development and shaping the quality of life
for billions of urban dwellers (Murali et al. 2018) espe-
cially in low and middle-income countries (LMICs).
Environmental and social demands also create new
challenges for individuals and institutions within the
contexts of major social, technical and political
changes (Gomes and Hermans 2018; GPSC World
Bank 2018; European Commission 2020). Urbanisation
also affects progress towards achievement of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United
Nations n.d.), particularly Goal 11 (Sustainable cities
and communities), but also Goals 10 (Reduced

of urban development. While frameworks for under-
standing and improving sustainable urban develop-
ments are becoming increasingly available (Luederitz
et al. 2013; Cohen 2017, GPSC World Bank 2018;
European Commission. 2020), the degree to which
the urban sustainability agenda considers and pro-
motes social inclusion is less well-understood.
Definitions of sustainable urban developments or
urban sustainability emphasise maintaining and
improving quality of life for all population groups
(Wu and Wu 2010; Luederitz et al. 2013; Turcu 2013;
Huang et al. 2015; Cohen 2017; UN DESA 2018). Four
underlying constructs or components of urban sustain-
ability can be discerned from the literature: ecological
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or environmental, comprising issues of pollution and
climate conscience (Turcu 2013; Chaudhary et al. 2018;
Eme et al. 2019), socio-cultural and spatial, including
distribution and access to spaces and resources
(Luederitz et al. 2013; Turcu 2013; Cohen 2017; El
Bilali et al. 2019; Hailemariam et al. 2019), economic,
including financial, business and employment-related
issues (Luederitz et al. 2013; Turcu 2013; Cohen 2017;
Eme et al. 2019), and institutional and political, which
include local facilities, services and partnerships
(Luederitz et al. 2013; Turcu 2013; Cohen 2017;
Hailemariam et al. 2019). While there is a general lack
of a unified framing (Cohen 2017), approaches to
implementing urban sustainability include collective
objectives for cities (Cohen 2017; UN DESA 2018) and
principles for neighbourhood developments (Luederitz
et al. 2013; Turcu 2013). Specific ways of ensuring
urban sustainability include developing partnerships
and sense of community, providing access to basic
resources and services, building resilience, and ensur-
ing spatial heterogeneity in occupying urban spaces —
all without leaving a burden on future generations of
communities (Wu and Wu 2010; Turcu 2013; Huang
et al. 2015; Cohen 2017; UN DESA 2018).

Social inclusion has become an increasingly com-
mon, albeit contested term (O’'Donnell et al. 2018). It
essentially entails the process of improving the terms
of participation in society for social groups that experi-
ence disadvantage, through enhancing opportunities,
access to resources, voice, and respect for rights on
which individuals and groups take part in society
(United Nations 2016; O'Donnell et al. 2018; Mir et al.
2020; Uzochukwu et al. 2020; WHO n.d.). Social inclu-
sion results in productive, cohesive and safer societies,
with less social tensions and violent conflicts (United
Nations 2016). It is a key social determinant of well-
being, with significant economic and social gains
determined by the degree to which individuals and
groups access public services (such as healthcare and
education), and resources (such as land and the labour
market) (Gerometta et al. 2005; United Nations 2016).
Social exclusion, an opposite of inclusion, is driven by
dynamic and multi-dimensional processes (WHO n.d.)
encompassing unequal power relationships interact-
ing across four dimensions (economic, political, social
and cultural) and across individual, household, group,
community, country and global levels (Mir et al. 2020;
Uzochukwu et al. 2020; WHO n.d.). The conceptual
relationship between social exclusion and health is
related to urban/rural residence, especially in older
adults (Dahlberg and McKee 2018).

Access to services (such as healthcare) and
resources (such as food) are themselves complex and
multi-faceted phenomena. Access to healthcare is
shaped by multiple socio-cultural, economic, infra-
structural and physical influences including availability
of affordable healthcare within responsive health

systems (George et al. 2015; United Nations 2016;
WHO; WHO, UN-Habitat 2016; Mirzoev and Kane
2017; Javanparast et al. 2018; Fenny et al. 2019). The
concept of food security entails everyone’s continuous
physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe
and nutritious food which meets their dietary needs
and food preferences for an active and healthy life; it
also encompasses availability, stability, accessibility
and utilisation of food (Weiler et al. 2015; WHO; WHO,
UN-Habitat 2016; Moragues-Faus and Carroll 2018; El
Bilali et al. 2019).

In this systematic review, we explore whether and
how sustainable urban developments recognise and
address social inclusion. This paper should be of inter-
est and relevance to academics who are interested in
advancing the understanding of inter-relationships
within sustainable developments agenda, and policy-
makers and funders who are interested in ensuring the
best value for money from their decisions and invest-
ments into sustainable urban developments.

Methods

This systematic review was conducted within a broader
SINC-Urban study, which sought to synthesise evi-
dence on the role of social inclusion within sustainable
urban development in LMICs, to inform engagements
with relevant policymakers and other key stakeholders
in Nigeria and Vietnam.

The objective of this review was to understand the
degree to which social inclusion is considered within
sustainable urban developments, addressing two
questions:

(1) What is the role of social inclusion within urban
sustainability?

(2) Which theories underpin the consideration of
social inclusion within urban sustainability?

We defined sustainable urban development as improv-
ing the quality of life in urban contexts through envir-
onmental, economic, socio-cultural, institutional, and
political aspects, whilst ensuring access to basic
resources and services, resilience, spatiality, and with-
out leaving a burden on future generations. Social
inclusion is understood as participation in, and access
to, services (specifically healthcare) and resources (spe-
cifically food and nutrition) amongst all populations,
particularly disadvantaged and marginalised groups.
We interpreted the term ‘theory’ flexibly, to include
both substantive (social) science theories and concep-
tual frameworks articulating programme theories
(Mehdipanah et al. 2015).

The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) recommenda-
tions (Moher et al. 2009), and the Cochrane guidance
for conducting systematic reviews were followed



Table 1. Sample search strategy.
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Source Search strategy # Records
Search date: # 30#29 OR #27 212
28/01/f20 _ # 29428 AND #26 AND #20 AND #14 19
Web o SCIepce. # 28Tl = ((literature OR systematic OR ‘mixed method*’ OR 232,461
Core Collection: . - o . -
Citation Indexes realist OR narrative OR critical OR scoping OR synthesis OR meta-
(Clarivate analys* OR ‘meta analysis’) NEAR/2 review*)
Analytics) 2000 # 27#26 AND #20 AND #14 AND #8 193
to present # 26#25 OR #24 OR #23 OR #22 OR #21 83,583
[includes: Science # 25TOPIC: ((green OR eco OR ecological) NEAR/3 (city OR 9,931
Citation Index cities OR urban*))
Expande.d (19.00_ # 24TOPIC: (‘smart growth’) 927
present): Social
Sciences Citation # 23TOPIC: (ecocit* OR eco-cit* OR ‘green cit*) 993
Index (1900-present): # 22TOPIC: ((urban* OR city OR cities) NEAR/5 (sustainab* 17,434
Arts & Humanities OR resilien®))
Citation Index . # 21TOPIC: (‘sustainable development*’) 62,030
Srgzgé’érii;esm)' Conference # 20419 OR #18 OR #17 OR #16 OR #15 245,632
Citation Index- # 19TOPIC: ((diet* OR nutrition*) NEAR/3 (access* OR 39,862
Science (1990~ availab* OR choice* OR behav* OR environment* OR
present): Conference consumption))
Proceedings Citation Index- # 18TOPIC: (food NEAR/3 (choice* OR behav* OR 61,160
Social Science & consumption OR production))
Humanities # 17TOPIC: (food NEAR/3 (supply OR system* OR security 106,314
S 990-pressent); OR safety OR access* OR availab* OR environment*))
merging Sources : . .
Citation Index # 16TOPIC: (healthy NEAR/2 (city OR cities)) 630
(2015-present) # 15TOPIC: (('health* service* OR healthcare OR health) 59,836
NEAR/3 (access* OR availab* OR equity OR inequity OR
universal OR equalit* OR inequalit*))
# 14#13 OR #12 OR #11 OR #10 OR #9 1,042,630
# 13TOPIC: (poverty OR landless) 67,355
# 12TOPIC: (marginali* OR injustice OR equality OR inequality 817,486
OR equity OR inequity OR othering OR stigma* OR discriminat*
OR disadvantag*)
# 11TOPIC: ((social OR socioeconomic) NEAR/1 (class* OR 147,396
change OR develop* OR economic* OR prosper* OR cohesion OR
integrat* OR mobile OR mobility))
# 10TOPIC: ((human OR civil OR social) NEAR/1 (right OR rights)) 43,831
# 9TOPIC: (social* NEAR/2 (inclusion OR inclusiv* OR 29,392
exclusion OR exclude* OR justice))
# 8#7 OR #6 OR #5 OR #4 OR #3 OR #2 OR #1 3,443,370
# 7TITLE: (opinion* OR view OR views) 111,874
# 6TITLE: (letter* NEAR/3 editor*) 13,043
# 5TITLE: (‘Comment on’) 37,077
# 4TOPIC: (theor*) 2,728,587
# 3TS = ((concep* OR logic) NEAR/1 (framework* OR 108,876
model* OR analy* OR evaluat*))
# 2Tl = (concep* OR logic) 201,366
# 1TITLE: (policy OR policies OR guideline* OR 362,109

recommendation* OR
position

* All search strategies are available on request from the authors

(Higgins et al. 2020). PROSPERO protocol registration
CRD42020165008.

A rapid literature review was conducted to iden-
tify the knowledge gaps, develop our working defini-
tion of urban sustainability and criteria for the
systematic review. We included all study types and
grey literature published in English since 2000 (to
capture the sustainability agenda since the start of
the Millennium Development Goals). Specific inclu-
sion criteria were evidence of: (i) theories to rationa-
lise changes to (ii) an urban environment to enable
(iii) equitable access to healthcare or food, as

a reflection of social inclusion. We included studies
of individuals or groups irrespective of age, ethnicity,
gender or their socio-economic status.

The search strategy was guided by database index
terms and text words for the following search con-
cepts: urban sustainability, social inclusion and the-
ories (see sample strategy in Table 1). Medline, Web
of Science, Scopus, CAB Abstracts and Transport
Database were searched in January 2020, followed by
searches for grey literature in the global development
websites (3ie website, WHO IRIS, the World Bank Open
Knowledge Repository) in February 2020. Data from all
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram.

regions were explored, but only English language full
texts were included.

The screening was conducted in two stages using
Rayyan QCRI software (Ouzzani et al. 2016). First, titles
and abstracts were divided and independently
screened for eligibility by five review team members,
with 20% of the samples from each member co-
screened to ensure consistency. Then, the full text
screening stage was divided between four team mem-
bers with each text screened by at least two research-
ers. Any discrepancies were resolved through
discussions between relevant members.

The initial searches identified 1,015 records, which
were reduced to 827 after removing duplicates.
Further eight records were identified within one record
(Gliessman 2017). Screening by title and abstract identi-
fied 103 articles eligible for full-text review. Studies were
excluded on the basis of language (n = 1), wrong pub-
lication type (n = 2), no urban context (n = 12), no
attention to social inclusion or access to food/healthcare
(n = 40), and no theory (n = 22). The details are docu-
mented in the PRISMA flow diagram (Figure 1), and 26
studies were included for data extraction and analysis.

Data was extracted in tabular format in Microsoft
Excel. The extraction template was initially piloted on
two records, then three reviewers independently
extracted data from each study the spreadsheet. Data

—
E
L] Records identified through Grey literature
8 database searching (n=98)
= {n=917)
E
[
=
L J L J
pu— Records after duplicates removed
(n=827)
(v
=
E
o
[
£
L+
1% ]
Records screened by title Records excluded
& abstract > (n=732)
= [n=827)
oy
Records identified by
Gliessman 2017 abstract
z (n=8) FuII—text_amcIes excluded,
= with reasons
& Full-text articles assessed (n=77)
= for eligibility . Not English n=1
(n=103) " Wrong publication type n=2
Not urban n=12
) No social inclusion or access to
food/healthcare n=40
— Mot theory n=22
i} Studies included in
g synthesis
E (n=26)
e

retrieved from each study included publication details
(author, year, study type, location); component of
urban sustainability; theory used; access to health-
care/food, and target population(s).

The extracted data were analysed thematically,
using a qualitative narrative synthesis approach
(Snilstveit et al. 2012). Data analysis was conducted
by three authors, structured around the two review
questions and components of our working definitions
of urban sustainability and social inclusion.

Quality assessments were performed on all articles
using JBI (Joanna Briggs Institute) critical appraisal
checklists. All papers were included. On average, the
articles scored 78.4%, and included urban sustainabil-
ity elements and substantive theories. One record
(Boschmann and Kwan 2008) had unclear data extrac-
tion and critical assessment methods in its research
synthesis, but was still included as the theoretical
approaches to accessing food or healthcare were
described in detail.

Results

There were slightly more empirical (13/26) than theo-
retical and conceptual (9/26) studies (see Table 2).
More papers focused on South America and global
research (5/26) compared with Asia (2/26) and Africa
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Table 2. Studies by geography, access, and group identified.

Soc/
Env Spa Econ Inst

Env &
Env & Soc & Soc &
Soc Econ Econ

Env & Soc

& Inst Total

GEOGRAPHY
Africa

Asia

Europe

Middle East

North America
South America
Multiple/Global
n.s.

Total — Geography

ACCESS

Food
Healthcare
Both

Total — access
GROUPS

All

Average
Disadvantaged

w o o o = = = O O
w o o = = O O o =
N ©O O O = O —= O O
S O O O ©O O o o o

W = - -
w N = O
N O = =
S o o o

Mixed/Disparate
Business
Middle-aged
Youth

n.s.

Total — groups

O O O O O = O N
- 0O 0O = O = O ©
N ©O ©O O O O O N O
O O ©O O © © o o

w
w
o

© = = N N O O N O
® O W = N O = = O
- O O O ©O © © © =
- O = O O O © © ©

_ AN =, WwWwN

N
(=)

® = = O
o N W W
- O O =
- O O =

O = = O NN O N
0 O O O O O W N W
- O O O © = ©o o o
- O O O ©o = o o o

e T N

oo
N
(o))

Key: Env = environment; Soc/Spa = social/spatial; Econ = economic; Inst = institutional

(4/26). Twice as many empirical studies were reported
from South America (4/26) than from Asia and Africa,
respectively (2/26 each), only one regional conceptual
paper was from Asia. The majority focused on access to
food rather than healthcare, with 10/26 focused on
conceptual frameworks whilst 5/26 focused on sub-
stantive theories.

Results are summarised in Table 3, and are elabo-
rated next by our review questions.

Consideration of social inclusion within urban
sustainability

Published research focusing solely on individual
aspects of urban sustainability was limited (environ-
ment and social/spatial 3/26 each, economic 2/26, and
no papers on institutions). Geographically, most
papers focused on North America (7/26), rather than
Africa, Asia or South America. Most papers (16/26)
focused on combinations of environmental, social,
and economic opportunities for under-privileged
social groups. There were more of these studies from
Asian and African cities. Social inclusion was most
often explored in relation to environmental aspects
of urban sustainability (12/26). Combinations of envir-
onmental and social/spatial (8/26) and environmental
& social & economic (8/26) were also frequently cov-
ered. However, coverage of social and spatial aspects
of urban sustainability were the sole focus in fewer (4/

26) papers, and only 2/26 papers focused on economic
approaches to ensuring urban sustainability.

Different aspects of social inclusion were included
in 21/26 papers, with most research reported from the
Americas (11/26) and multiple countries (5/26). More
studies focused on access to food (16/26) rather than
healthcare (5/26) and 5/26 covered both access to food
and healthcare. Similarly, more articles focused on
environment and social sustainability for nutritional
need than for access to health (6/26 and 1/26, respec-
tively). Most papers covering access to food focused on
North America, with only one paper being from Africa.
There was no literature on access to healthcare within
contexts of urban sustainability from Africa, and only
one from Asia. In the articles that did address health-
care in urban environments, most (3/26) were
conceptual.

One paper illustrated two distinctive approaches to
ensuring accessibility: location (place) accessibility, and
individual (personal) accessibility, drawing on a theory
of justice (Boschmann and Kwan 2008). From the sus-
tainable urban developments perspective, such an
approach is similar to the need to provide meaningful
livelihood opportunities to all urban inhabitants while
maintaining its natural resource base, and not compro-
mising the quality of its natural environment (Cohen
2017). We also found that a survey of European cities
revealed that social inclusion questions had a lower
response, indicating either the lack of information or
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Table 3. (Continued).

Element of
sustainability

Target Groups

Theory/Framework used

Description of study

Geographic focus

North America (Canada:

Citation

Businesses

Conceptual framework for food systems planning (authors’ own) for

Environmental,

Conceptual and Empirical. A framework was developed for situating

Donald

overall economic, social and environmental health.

Social/

much of the descriptive nature of the food systems planning

Toronto)

(2008)

Spatial,

literature, which is viewed as promoting more sustainable forms of
regional development. Also used 5-year empirical research into the

organic, ethnic and specialty food industry in the Toronto area.
Empirical analysis using a questionnaire survey among 111 gardeners in  Environmental,

Economic

Disadvantaged

Theoretical framework to assess urban sustainability, specifically

Asia

Zasada et al.

designed for the urban agricultural context.

Social/

residential neighbourhoods.

(India: Pune)

(2020)

Spatial,

Economic
Environmental,

Average: White British

Theory of Change (ToC) conceptual framework, which highlights the

Empirical mixed-methods study of the Incredible Edible Todmorden

Europe

Farrier et al.

causal pathways from inputs through to intended impacts of

a community food initiative.

Social/

(IET) to critically evaluate its environmental, social, and economic

(UK: Todmorden, west

Yorkshire)

(2019)

Spatial,

impacts on the local community, and its potential as a framework for

place-based wellbeing.
Conceptual framework for action in

Economic
Environmental,

All

Framework for action in SDG cities, following the identification of

Multiple/Global (cities across

WHO, UN-

Social/ relevant targets from respective SDGs for urban health.

57 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) cities (Africa: 30; Asia-Pacific
: 16; eastern Europe:4, & Latin America and the Caribbean:7).

Africa; Asia-Pacific; Eastern

Habitat
(2016)

Spatial,

Europe, & Latin America and

the Caribbean)

Economic

limited actions by these cities (De Cunto et al. 2017).
The authors found that the third sectors and the pri-
vate sector and schools were better engaged in pro-
moting social equity through education training and
research, than regional central and local governments.

Overall, approaches to ensuring social inclusion
within urban sustainability were found to be either
plural (i.e. covering a mixture of disadvantaged
groups), prioritising specific disadvantaged groups, or
focused on all population groups. Examples of specific
populations were — women and girls who were mostly
constrained by poor slum infrastructure and limited
human rights (Corburn and Karanja 2016), landworkers
and food retailers in relation to food production and
distribution (Donald 2008; Matteucci et al. 2016).
Further specific disadvantaged groups included those
on low-incomes, unemployed, with limited education,
without fixed housing, and non-registered populations
as key at risk groups for obesity and target groups for
food security interventions in urban contexts (Rojas
et al. 2011; Zhou et al. 2017). Older people were not
specified; youth was only featured in one study, cover-
ing environmental and social elements (Yi et al. 2015).
Less explicit attention was given to diverse popula-
tions, such as ethnic and religious minorities.

While there is substantial research on access to
healthcare more generally, studies relating to urban
sustainability are scarce. Among studies which did
have such a focus, one related the WHO's ‘Health in
All' policies to different SDGs in the context of urban
transport planning (Ramirez-Rubio et al. 2019), draw-
ing on an application of the SDG framework which
highlighted the importance of government food sub-
sidies for residents of urban slums (WHO and WHO,
UN-Habitat 2016). Another study highlighted the links
between inadequate sanitation and disease, social,
economic, and human rights for women and girls as
the most vulnerable in urban slums (Corburn and
Karanja 2016). The ecological public health model
was used to explore underlying structures of urban
environments relating to public health and social
equity in terms of lack of water, precarious public
lighting, and transportation (Bentley 2014).

Theoretical underpinnings of social inclusion
within urban sustainability

Multiple theories and conceptual frameworks under-
pinned consideration of social inclusion within urban
sustainability. We found that 8/26 were theoretical, 17/
26 were conceptual, and 1/26 combined the two
approaches. Most papers (18/26) built on existing the-
ories and 7/26 papers developed new frameworks or
theories. Most papers (16/26) used practical concep-
tual frameworks, 7/26 used substantive social science
theories, and 3/26 used both. Most studies related
theories to high-income countries or adopted
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a global approach to understanding urban sustainabil-
ity. A few empirical studies focused on Asia (2/26),
Africa (2/26) and South America (4/26). Only one con-
ceptual paper focused on Asia (3.85%), and none
related to African or South American contexts.

An Urban Political Ecology approach can help
understand how the transformation of urban land-
scapes and ecosystems constitutes a co-evolutionary
process where technological and institutional inter-
ventions interact with values, imagination, and ecolo-
gical processes, to produce new ‘socio-natures’
(Moragues-Faus and Carroll 2018). A socio-ecological
focus can specifically highlight the interplay of power,
politics, income and place in understanding causes of
poor health outcomes. The current notion of Urban
Resilience (i.e. capacity of individuals and groups to
survive, adapt and grow) often lacks adequate
acknowledgement of the political economy of urbani-
sation, which is socially unjust (Béné et al. 2017). The
concept of Socially Sustainable Urban Transportation
(SSUT) was found to improve the understanding of
equitable access to urban opportunities and minimise
social exclusion, through highlighting urban structures
of opportunity and ways to maximise benefits
(Boschmann and Kwan 2008).

A Forest Transition Theory has supported under-
standing of rural-urban migration and how low-
income landworkers are affected by progressive
adjustment of agriculture to reduce the land needed
for increasing food produce (Matteucci et al. 2016). An
Affordance Theory (Chemero Anthony 2003, 2009;
Stoltz and Schaffer 2018) considers the relations
between individuals and urban green spaces to ana-
lyse their salutogenic (i.e. health and wellbeing) poten-
tial. An application of Theory of Land Use related
obesity incidence with 5 socio-economic factors — low-
income households, people in long-term unemploy-
ment; people without elementary school education,
households without fixed housing, and non-
registered population — and showed that people in
neighbourhoods with more green spaces and institu-
tional land have greater accessibility to health facilities
(Zhou et al. 2017).

A concept of Urban Agriculture (i.e. the growing
plants and rearing of livestock within or near towns/
cities), along with a related concept of Edible City
Solutions, was explored more in the Americas and
the Middle East (Rojas et al. 2011; Matteucci et al.
2016; Oyuela and Van Der Valk 2017), and found to
benefit food security, social integration and social
cohesion (Cina and Khatami 2017; Sdumel et al.
2019; Zasada et al. 2020) and empower individuals
and communities (Oyuela and Van Der Valk 2017).
However, urban and peri-urban agriculture was
found to play a relatively minor role in improving
food provision and food cost reduction in Asia
(Zasada et al. 2020).

A theory of Sustainable Food Capitalism helped to
understand alternative food geographies and roles of
transnational food retailers (Donald 2008) which can
constrain affordability and accessibility of food for dif-
ferent socio-economic groups (Rojas et al. 2011).
A Theory of Solidarity and Diverse Community
Economies was proposed as a solution to the tradi-
tional constraints of capitalism (Loh and Agyeman
2019). The authors argued for application of an urban
political ecology lens that can help transform the food
economy for ‘communities of colour’ through reform-
ing neo-liberalised policies and institutions, while at
the same time building non-capitalist practices (Loh
and Agyeman 2019).

A Social Practice Theory highlighted the importance
of cultural, ethnic and religious identities in relation to
inequities in food, water and transportation in the
urban nexus in the neighbourhood of Novo Recreio,
South America (Giatti et al. 2019). Similarly, key issues
affecting health of aboriginal youth in Canada com-
bined socio-economic, environmental and political
issues (Yi et al. 2015). A Theory of Complex Adaptive
Systems was used to understand cultural preservation
in modernisation of food systems (Jiao et al. 2016). The
only paper from Africa (Battersby 2019) assessed poli-
cies related to the concept of food deserts’, conclud-
ing that the state’s antipathy towards informal food
retailers was partly driven by racial segregation.

Two theories from food sciences can further under-
standing of the role of social inclusion within urban
sustainability: Food Sovereignty and Food Citizenship.
Food Sovereignty is a process of expanding democracy
to regenerate local, autonomous, healthy, and ecolo-
gically sound food systems that respect the rights of
people to decent conditions and incomes (Martin and
Wagner 2018). Similar to health equity, Food
Sovereignty can promote human thriving by equalis-
ing access to power and improving the flow of goods
through the system (Weiler et al. 2015). Food
Citizenship entails movement of individuals and orga-
nisations across the food system (Rojas et al. 2011). It is
rooted in a belief that people, given the right condi-
tions, want to and can improve the food system (Rojas
et al. 2011), and would support a democratic, socially
and economically just, and environmentally sustain-
able food system (Wilkins 2005). It recognises political
and economic powers, and proposes a critical alterna-
tive to the current neoliberal model which favours
market forces over equity considerations.

Specific attention was occasionally given to specific
identities such as gender, disability, age or intersec-
tional aspects of inclusion, though on the whole atten-
tion to these aspects appeared limited. One study
focused on a trauma-informed social policy in the
North America, which entails six core principles: safety,
trustworthiness and transparency, collaboration and
peer support, empowerment, choice, and the
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intersectionality of identity characteristics Hecht et al.
(2018) drawing on Bowen & Murshid’'s framework
(2016). Attention to minority groups alongside socio-
economic inclusion was also used in understanding
ecological consequences of forest transition
(Matteucci et al. 2016) and exploring food sustainabil-
ity within school food systems (Rojas et al. 2011).
A relational framework of place-based characterisation
of informal settlements can help capture the forces
contributing to existing urban health inequities, as
was shown in the analysis of inter-relationships
between inadequate sanitation and disease, social,
economic and human rights for vulnerable women
and girls within urban slums (Corburn and Karanja
2016).

Discussion

This systematic review set out to explore the role, and
theoretical underpinnings, of social inclusion within
the urban sustainability agenda. While previous
reviews helped understand key guiding principles for
sustainable urban developments (Luederitz et al. 2013)
or approaches to assessment of urban sustainability
(Cohen 2017), this review has pioneered a deeper
understanding of the role of social inclusion within
urban sustainability and should help decision-makers
to ensure the best value for money from investments
into sustainable urban developments.

Our overarching finding is that social inclusion is
generally included within urban sustainability. For
example, it constitutes parts of two (out of 15) princi-
ples of urban sustainability (Luederitz et al. 2013) and
two (out of 30) objectives comprising five pillars of the
Framework for Sustainable Cities (European
Commission. 2020), or included within one of the
four outcome dimensions in the Urban Sustainability
Framework (GPSC World Bank 2018). However, the
nature of conceptualisations of social inclusion sug-
gests that understanding of its role differs greatly
across contexts, and it can be regarded as a discrete
and autonomous component rather than being main-
streamed. This echoes the current literature on social
inclusion, which highlights its limited consideration
within development literature (Mir et al. 2020).

This review was guided by four elements of urban
sustainability from the literature: ecological or environ-
mental (Turcu 2013; Chaudhary et al. 2018; Eme et al.
2019), socio-cultural and spatial (Luederitz et al. 2013;
Turcu 2013; Cohen 2017; El Bilali et al. 2019;
Hailemariam et al. 2019), economic (Luederitz et al.
2013; Turcu 2013; Cohen 2017; Eme et al. 2019), and
institutional and political (Luederitz et al. 2013; Turcu
2013; Cohen 2017; Hailemariam et al. 2019). Social
inclusion was mostly explored in relation to multiple
elements of sustainability, with most papers covering
environmental, social, and economic opportunities to

under-privileged social groups, and less so in relation
to social and spatial aspects or solely economic issues.
Limited consideration was given to intersectional
aspects of inclusion such as gender, ethnic and reli-
gious backgrounds, disability, migration status and
age. Our findings also highlight that social inclusion
entails addressing local underlying processes and
interconnections (Turcu 2013) and permeating
through multiple components of sustainability as well
as individual, institutional and systemic levels of
abstraction (Cohen 2017; Mir et al. 2020). Our results
further emphasise the importance of prioritising those
with greatest disadvantage and marginalisation, such
as neglected ethnic and religious minorities within the
UN’s Leave no one behind (LNOB) agenda (United
Nations 2016; Mir et al. 2020; Uzochukwu et al. 2020).

A clear dominance of empirical literature suggests
that scholars, and perhaps decision-makers, are more
interested in practical explanations and lessons from
implementation. This is understandable, given the
applied nature of work on wurban sustainability
(Luederitz et al. 2013; GPSC World Bank 2018;
European Commission. 2020). However, our findings
also highlight the importance of robust theorisation
as ways of ensuring a deeper understanding of how
and for whom specific initiatives work to inform poli-
cies and programmes (Mehdipanah et al. 2015)
through reflecting on, and ensuring, generalisability
and transferability of experiences across the different
contexts.

Five inter-related groups can be discerned in rela-
tion to theoretical conceptualisations of social inclu-
sion within urban sustainability:

(a) resilience theories such as Urban Resilience (Béné
et al. 2017; Moragues-Faus and Carroll 2018)
together with related concepts of Resilient
Urban Food Systems (Hecht et al. 2018) and
Socially Sustainable Urban Transportation
(SSUT) (Boschmann and Kwan 2008);

(b) social theories such as Social Practice Theory
(Rojas et al. 2011; Yi et al. 2015; Giatti et al.
2019), Food Citizenship Theory (Rojas et al.
2011), and conceptualisations of intersectional
characteristics within Food Deserts (Battersby
2019) and social and material flows across the
Water-Energy-Food  (WEF)  urban  nexus
(Covarrubias 2019);

(c) social and spatial theories such as Forest
Transition (Matteucci et al. 2016) and
Affordance Theories (Stoltz and Schaffer 2018),
and the concepts of Urban Ecology (Bentley
2014), Urban Agriculture and Edible City
Solutions (Rojas et al. 2011; Matteucci et al.
2016; Cina and Khatami 2017; Oyuela and Van
Der Valk 2017; Saumel et al. 2019; Zasada et al.
2020);
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(d) socio-economic theories such as Sustainable
Food Capitalism (Donald 2008; Rojas et al.
2011); Theory of Solidarity and Diverse
Community Economies (Loh and Agyeman
2019), and Food Sovereignty (Rojas et al. 2011;
Martin and Wagner 2018); and

(e) structural and target-driven theories such as
a Complex Adaptive Systems (Jiao et al. 2016),
the SDGs and Health in All Policies frameworks
(Corburn and Karanja 2016; WHO; WHO, UN-
Habitat 2016; Ramirez-Rubio et al. 2019) and
indicators for a sustainable and resilient City
Region Food System (Dubbeling et al. 2017).

This complementary and interdisciplinary body of
knowledge highlights clear examples of social cohe-
sion, empowerment and participation in improving
access to resources and services. It arguably provides
an excellent platform for advancing the conceptualisa-
tions and mainstreaming of social inclusion within the
urban sustainability agenda.

There is a growing need for transforming urban
environments into socially inclusive societies (Mir
et al. 2020). Technology can be useful, but is not suffi-
cient on its own (Bibri 2019) and one must factor in
local, regional and global political cultures, geographi-
cal contexts, and governance regimes. Our results
highlight six practical implications for improving the
socially inclusive nature of future sustainable urban
development policies.

First, a socially-inclusive urban sustainability agenda
should prioritise the needs of the most vulnerable or
disadvantaged such as women, deprived populations,
ethnic minorities, migrants, and disabled people
(United Nations 2016; Mir et al. 2020; Uzochukwu
et al. 2020). Increased awareness and subsequent
empowerment of local communities are critical, for
example, a sustainable community urban food system
should encompass social justice, food security and
nutrition as key elements of territorial sustainability
(Rojas et al. 2011; Carey and Dubbeling 2017;
Dubbeling et al. 2017) to enhance the economic, envir-
onmental, and social environments (Rojas et al. 2011).

Second, policy measures and social movements
have advocated, sometimes successfully, for more
equal representation of all population groups in plan-
ning and organisation of services and mobilisation and
allocation of resources (United Nations 2016). Such an
approach can ensure that multiple perspectives are
highlighted and considered in planning of sustainable
urban developments to ensure that the needs of the
most vulnerable and marginalised are heard, irrespec-
tive of gender, income, educational and cultural back-
grounds of decision-makers (Rudolph et al. 2013; Carey
and Dubbeling 2017).

Third, community-driven systems were proposed as
a useful model for ensuring social inclusion, echoing

findings from a study of food system sustainability
within a Think&EatGreen@School community-based
action research project (Rojas et al. 2011) and spatial
assessment of urban scheme for agricultural activities
(Cina and Khatami 2017). The literature also shows that
people-centred approaches can improve responsive
and socially inclusive nature of health systems
(Sheikh et al. 2014; Mirzoev and Kane 2017).

Fourth, strong partnerships between the public and
the private sectors can leverage their complementary
experiences in promoting equity through education,
training and research as was shown in some European
countries (De Cunto et al. 2017) where a combination
of government, community groups and civil society
organisations helped to forge an efficient and sustain-
able city food system that encompassed equity and
social inclusion (De Cunto et al. 2017). It is important,
however, to be cognisant of the profit-making agenda
of some private sector agencies which may lead to
leaving behind some population groups, for example,
those who cannot afford specific services or products.

Fifth, any interventions should be cognisant of
local socio-economic, cultural and political contexts.
For example, the concept of food security entails
a complex network of actors, processes and rela-
tionships to do with food production, processing,
marketing, and consumption (Dubbeling et al.
2017), so it is critical to ensure its acceptability by
all city residents with differing dietary habits, pre-
ferences and restrictions. A food desert policy nar-
rative appears to be ill-informed by the lived
experiences of food insecurity in African cities, and
may therefore promote policy interventions that
can erode rather than enhance its context-
specificity within African urbanites (Battersby
2019). It is critical, therefore, to explicitly articulate
key contextual facilitators and constraints of effec-
tive interventions (Mehdipanah et al. 2015) in
exploring transferability of lessons across the differ-
ent countries.

Sixth, approaches to understanding and improving
social inclusion should consider both intended and
unintended effects (Mehdipanah et al. 2015). City gov-
ernments must plan for, and manage, the complex
impacts of urbanisation on poverty, inequities, unem-
ployment, transport, climate change, and politics. For
example conserving and building home gardens can
contribute to environmental and spatial while improv-
ing access to food (Zasada et al. 2020), but it can also
improve people’s sense of belonging, desire to contri-
bute to society, social cohesion and empowerment
(Cina and Khatami 2017; Oyuela and Van Der Valk
2017; Sdumel et al. 2019; Zasada et al. 2020). Most
literature posits food security in the nexus of environ-
mental and socio-economic perspectives (Rojas et al.
2011; Dubbeling et al. 2017; Zhou et al. 2017;
Covarrubias 2019), thus also highlighting the utility of
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cross-disciplinary approaches to understanding the
complexity of intended and unintended effects.

Finally, we call for more research on the role of
social inclusion specifically from LMICs, particularly
the cross-disciplinary approaches. Genuinely socially
inclusive sustainable urban developments require
multi-sectoral approaches which target the most vul-
nerable and disadvantaged, and disaggregated data
collection and analysis for different social and income
groups would support this effort.

Study strengths and limitations

This study pioneered the comprehensive understand-
ing of the role of social inclusion within sustainable
urban developments. Our review was limited to studies
published from 2000 onwards. While we did endea-
vour to capture important preceding resources
through following up on references, we may have
omitted some publications of significance. Our inter-
pretations of sustainable urban developments and
social inclusion focused on four key components of
urban sustainability and access to food and healthcare.
While our analysis was grounded in the current litera-
ture, we recognise that further elements of urban sus-
tainability can be discerned, and the concept of social
inclusion goes beyond access to services and
resources. Our multidisciplinary team included experts
from health sciences, food sciences, development stu-
dies and information specialists. We had more experts
from health sciences, which may have resulted in
enhanced scrutiny of health-related resources, and
perhaps consequently greater number of excluded
papers covering access to healthcare. However, our
task-sharing and team meetings aimed to minimise
this bias.

Conclusions

Social inclusion was generally present within urban
sustainability agendas, but was often an autonomous
component than being mainstreamed. Social inclusion
was mostly related to multiple elements of sustainabil-
ity, with most papers covering environmental, social,
and economic opportunities to under-privileged social
groups, and less so in relation to social and spatial
aspects or solely economic or institutional issues, and
with limited consideration of gender, ethnic and reli-
gious backgrounds, disability, migration status, age or
other intersectional aspects. Multiple theories can dee-
pen the understanding of social inclusion within urban
sustainability agenda and contribute to transferability
of lessons across countries. Key implications for policy
and practice include prioritising the most vulnerable,
ensuring equal representation of all population groups
in decision-making and planning, designing people-
centred and consumer-driven systems, building strong

partnerships between governments, communities and
civil society, considering socio-economic, cultural and
political contexts in designing interventions, and
recognising both intended and unintended effects.
More cross-disciplinary research is needed on the role
of social inclusion, particularly from LMICs.
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