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Summary 
 
This article examines the social and cultural information that is likely to be supportive 
of long-term sustainable development. It touches upon issues relating to the content of 
the information as well as modes of gathering, processing, and utilizing that information 
at the macro and micro levels. At the macro level the development of indicators like the 
Human Development Index has driven the search for such information. The results can 
be clustered into three themes: promoting human development, ensuring human 
freedom, and augmenting social capital. At the same time, interpretations of cultural 
information have emphasized the plurality of cultures, thus generating awareness of 
alternative knowledge systems and ways of integrating local communities with macro 
systems. Knowledge itself has become an asset for sustainable development and, given 
the potential offered by information technologies, it is possible that knowledge networks 
may become viable institutional models. Such a trend, however, will have to overcome 
the current limitations posed by biased access to knowledge-related technologies. At the 
micro level, the more important aspects to be understood include organizational 
capacity, autonomy, leadership, use of participatory approaches to policy and program 
development, support provided to local knowledge, political participation, networking, 
supporting innovativeness of community members, and effective conflict resolution 
mechanisms. These are best integrated within a framework of institutional capacity 
development, which includes institution-building processes and measures to overcome 
threats to institutional sustainability. The success of this framework will depend on how 
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well it incorporates the cultural elements of sustainability. Some of these elements are 
ensuring sustainability of the spirit; developing creative culture-bound indigenous 
institutions of management of common property resources; developing multifunctional 
institutions of restraint, reciprocity and respect; and generating collective responsibility 
for nature and the environment. The role of educational structures in valorizing the 
sociocultural information that contributes to sustainability is crucial. 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The concept of sustainable development has been interpreted in various ways, and has 
sometimes been labeled slippery—something that defies definite characterization—or 
even an oxymoron. For the purposes of this article, we assume a working understanding 
of sustainable development as a sufficient level of material well-being for all that will 
not require actions that endanger the existence of the planet but will sustain its natural 
resource and social bases. Within this general context, this article seeks to examine the 
social and cultural building blocks that are likely to contribute to social and cultural 
arrangements supportive of long-term, enduring, and sustainable development. The 
specific focus is on those building blocks that qualify as information, understood quite 
simply for our purposes here as that which can be gathered and processed to provide 
knowledge, which in turn can contribute to strategies for sustainable development. 
Thus, the article will touch upon issues relating not just to the content of the information 
(what is collected), but on the processes of information gathering, processing. and 
utilizing (for instance, sites of information generation and use, means. and mechanisms 
used for collection, and purposes underpinning use of information). For the sake of 
simplicity, two levels—the micro and the macro (or the local and the central)—will be 
used to illustrate information-related issues. 
 
At the macro level, the development of indicators such as the Human Development 
Index (HDI) of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has driven the 
search for social and cultural information that can be used to inform developmental 
strategies and the progress towards sustainability. Increasing levels of educational 
attainment (specifically the enrollment of girls and literacy), housing, primary health 
care, standard of living, security, political participation and political freedom, 
preservation of cultural heritage, valorization of local knowledges, and promotion of 
local and community-level institutions have been some of the areas seen as crucial for 
sustainable development. These areas of information can be clustered into the themes of 
promoting human development, ensuring human freedom, and augmenting social 
capital. 
 
Recent trends in interpreting cultural information have emphasized the plurality of 
cultures (ways of life) and, therefore, a shift to recognition of the diversity of cultures. 
This has resulted in a greater awareness of alternative knowledge systems, community-
level innovations, and strategies to cope with the environment and the manner of 
integration of local communities with macro-systems. It has also led to recognition of 
knowledge itself as an asset that can form the basis of sustainable development. The 
scope for building on this recognition through the use of information technologies—
which appear to have great democratizing potential—seems to be immense. This may 
then result in the development of “knowledge networks” as the predominant 
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institutional models for drawing upon community-level social and cultural information 
and insights. 
 
Regardless of the development of new institutional models, developing institutional 
capacities through appropriate institution-building initiatives will remain crucial for 
ensuring sustainability. The success of these initiatives will depend on how well they 
incorporate the cultural elements of sustainability—maintaining the spirit of 
sustainability, ensuring the rights of all stakeholders, promoting participation and 
genuine democracy, combining multiple functions like restraint and reciprocity, and 
maintaining diversity—into their implementation. Underpinning all institutional efforts 
to incorporate the sociocultural dimensions of sustainable development is the need to 
reform educational structures and practices in the directions of a greater awareness and 
stronger capacities for communicating the concept and practice of sustainability. The 
rest of this article deals with these issues in greater detail. 
 
2. Information and Indicators 
 
A good starting point is the dramatic increase in the attention being paid to indicators of 
sustainable development after the 1992 Rio Summit. An indicator is derived from 
information in order to provide a measure of movement, and so indicators that are in use 
also indicate what kind of sociocultural information is seen to be important. The desire 
to measure progress towards sustainability has led to innumerable initiatives at the 
micro level that involve communities and grassroots actors in the process of defining 
social and institutional indicators designed to capture information that people at the 
grassroots consider important. However, a mere aggregation of such indicators 
developed by communities may not capture larger social and environmental issues. 
Thus, a lot of attention has been focused at the macro level to derive alternatives to 
mathematical measures such as the much-criticized gross national product (GNP). The 
closest challenger has been the HDI of the UNDP. This index has been termed a “hot 
indicator”—something that may be challenged on theoretical grounds but may resonate 
well with people who need an understandable and easy-to-use figure. We shall return to 
it in a moment. 
 
These processes of deriving indicators have been influenced by the need to guard 
against sidelining local perspectives. Another influence has been the need of macro 
institutions to possess tools that will explain social and political choices made at their 
level. But the processes themselves have been affected by the difficulties experienced in 
arriving at a broadly acceptable understanding of sustainable development. In response 
to such difficulties, researchers have attempted to focus on clusters of themes of 
sustainable development: for instance, education, health, housing, political participation, 
cultural goals, and environmental safety. The New Economics Foundation in the United 
Kingdom proposed 11 areas on which information needs to be collected: population 
density, housing, standard of living, health, education, culture, tranquility, community, 
transport, environment, and security. A specific study of Mexico listed the following 
positive areas about which information needs to be collected: cultural heritage, natural 
resources, economic reforms, geographical location, industry, management 
transformation, nationalism, personal characteristics, and indigenous population. The 
negative areas included wealth distribution (poverty), present developmental models, 
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agriculture and natural resources, unemployment, lack of education, lack of awareness 
and effective leadership, and “foreign is better.” Many of these themes can be 
summarized by the three areas cited by Lord Meghnad Desai as being of greatest 
importance given their “galvanizing potential”: human development, political freedom, 
and environmental quality. 
 
To return to the macro-level social information that would indicate progress towards 
sustainability. The HDI noted above originally drew upon per capita income, life 
expectancy, and educational attainment. Later, human freedom and human security, and 
new partnerships between developed and developing countries were added as 
supplements. These took the form of global proposals for allocations for basic 
education, health care, safe drinking water and sanitation, basic family planning 
packages; for allocations to counter drug trafficking, international terrorism, 
communicable diseases, natural disasters, and ethnic conflicts; and proposals for 
eliminating gender disparities through a framework such as the 1979 Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women. Information on these 
social dimensions has helped assess progress towards sustainability; but new challenges 
have emerged. For instance, life expectancy of more than 70 years was evident in 84 
countries in 1997, up from 55 years in 1990; but the number of people infected with 
HIV/AIDS doubled in the same period. Such challenges reinforce the importance of 
focusing on the areas of social information mentioned above, such as communicable 
diseases, if sustainable human development is to remain a valid goal. 
 
The other areas of social information that would help assess macro-level trends towards 
sustainable development would include the following: adult literacy levels in society as 
a whole, gross basic education enrollment levels (children enrolled in basic education—
grade levels one to five—as a proportion of children in the relevant age group of six to 
11 years), per capita daily provision of calories and protein, infant mortality rates by sex 
(to assess the reduction of prejudice against female infants), immunization ratios, and 
the proportion of people living under democratic political dispensations. At a broader 
level, researchers list the following social information-related areas that need to be 
monitored: decline in proportion of rural people below the absolute poverty line, decline 
in income inequality over time, decline in rural unemployment, improvement in public 
educational and health services, enhancement of group and individual esteem, 
expansion of range of choices available to rural people, securing safety and public 
health, and improving access to nature and social diversity. 
 
The concept of social capital has also been discussed in literature as contributing to 
sustainable development. This concept refers to norms of behavior, networks between 
people and institutions, and relationships among people based on trust. Pierre 
Bourdieu’s wider understanding of social capital covers these elements, but also 
emphasizes the combination of social and cultural capital with economic capital as 
possessions of a particular class in capitalist societies. It is the positive valuation of 
particular norms, relationships, and processes by the possessing class that identifies 
these norms and relationships as social and/or cultural capital. The benefits of such 
social capital include: better flow of market-related information; reducing transaction 
costs of searching for information; reducing the need for overt public control; reducing 
externalities; resolving the risks arising from common property; and inhibiting 
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antisocial behavior. 
After this brief introduction to the social information that is considered at the macro 
level important in assessing progress towards sustainability, we turn to understandings 
of culture and cultural information that will help us assess micro-level information that 
will support sustainability. 
 
- 
- 
- 
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