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Urban development       Sustainable development

Building level       Neighbourhood level

New neighbourhood developments are taking place 

worldwide 

Need for improvement of existing buildings, 

neighbourhoods and communities

As a consequence we need:

(1) Target definition, control of success/monitoring

(2) Method, tools to support decision making

Starting Points

Sustainability Assessment can be one solution 
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Shift from qualitative to quantitative

approaches

Shift from considering only environmental 

criteria to including also social & 

economic criteria 

Shift from focusing only on the building 

level to examining also the infrastructure, 

neighbourhood, community or city level

Sustainability Assessment – Shift in Focus
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Level of Scale – Object of Assessment

Regions

Cities

Neighborhoods

Blocks

Buildings

Region

City

Neighbourhood

Group of Buildings/ Blocks

Building
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In the paper the following questions are 

discussed:

What are the advantages for examining 

neighbourhoods (object of assessment) 

instead of entire cities? 

Which traditions and existing examples can 

constitute a basis for such an analysis? 

What examples exist already in Germany?

How can the assessment systems be 

analysed? What are the results? 

What type of systems are suitable for the 

assessment of new neighbourhoods and what 

for the further development of existing ones? 

Questions
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Pros 

(1) meso-level between city and building

(2) Its size is better manageable compared with the 

city level. 

(3) the various characteristics of a city (e. g. 

densities, cultural diversities, etc.) can be 

considered more thoroughly than at the larger 

city scale 

(4) interactions between different economic, physical 

and social sub-systems can be analysed more 

adequately.

(5) The level of involvement, engagement and 

motivation of different actors in decisions 

influencing their living environment is higher and 

more direct compared with the city level. 

Neighborhood as the Object of Assessment
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Cons

(1) Unlike cities and individual buildings, 

neighbourhoods display no clear references to 

institutional and administrative boundaries – their 

definition is complicated

(2) It is difficult to describe a functional equivalent as 

a basis for comparison of different variants and 

assessment results. 

(3) Very heterogeneous groups of actors are involved 

in a neighbourhood development (e.g. local 

authorities, property owners’ associations, etc.)

Neighborhood as the Object of Assessment
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Tools assessing the progress of a 

neighbourhood towards sustainable  

development 

o different indicator sets for describing goals 

and monitoring performances

(e.g. Fürich, M., Stadt der Zukunft, 2001)

Tools assessing the sustainability of a new 

neighbourhood

o DGNB – certification system for describing 

and assessing the sustainability of new 

neighbourhood developments following the 

basic structure of certification systems for 

buildings. It is assessed the level of 

performance of a new neighbourhood 

achieved at a defined point in time 

Neighbourhood Assessment Tools in Germany
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Examples of Tools (Assessing the Progress)

In Germany, there have been numerous 

initiatives that promote the use of indicators in 

the context of sustainable urban development. 

Specifically, the project “Städte der Zukunft” 

(Cities of the Future) (BBSR 2004) is the 

approach that first defined strategic objectives 

by consensus and operationalised them to 

measure the success of their implementation 

through appropriate indicators
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Examples of Tools (Assessing the Progress)

Standard Indicators Additional Indicators

Economical use of land

Mobility management compatible 

with cities

Pollution prevention

Socially responsible housing 

supply

Location wise economic 

development
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Examples of Tools (Assessing the Progress)

In what way is the indicator relevant to 

sustainable urban development?

Test question: was less land newly 

claimed for settlement purposes?

What are the available data sources?

What is particularly important?

How and what is measured?

How the local development is 

expressed concretely in numbers?

What strategy and objectives are 

connected to the indicator?
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Examples of Tools (Assessing the Progress)

What risks and side effects are to be 

expected in case of success?

What reinforcing interrelations are 

developed between indicators?

What is the relationship with the National 

Sustainable Development Strategy?

What key points determine the local 

action framework?

Which municipal instruments and 

measures support the success?

What “reference values”​​ are feasible for 

communal use?

What special features are to be considered 

in the indicator-based success monitoring?
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Example DGNB – Criteria

Environmental Quality

Economic Quality

Sociocultural and 

Functional Quality
Technical Quality

Process Quality
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Example DGNB – Result

Total score
Minimum 

gained score
Award

From

50%
35% Bronze

From

65%
50% Silver

From

80%
65% Gold

Environmental 

Quality

22,5%

Economic 

Quality

22,5%

Sociocultural

and Functional 

Quality

22,5%

Technical Quality                                                22,5%

Process Quality                                                  22,5%

Weighting

Rating Level/ Certification

(Absolute Assessment)
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Tool„s name Developer(s) Region Version

Certification

Systems
LEED-ND USGBC, CNU, and NRDC US

2009 

(2007)

ECC Greater Atlanta HBA & others US 2003

BREEAM Communities BRE UK 2009

CASBEE-UD JSBC and JaGBC Japan
2007 

(2006)

ESTIDAMA Pearls Abu Dhabi UPC Abu Dhabi 2010

QSAS Neighborhoods GORD Qatar 2011

Green Star Communities GBCA Australia 2012

Green Mark for Districts BCA Singapore 2009

DGNB - NSQ DGNB Germany 
2012 

(2011)

GPR-Stedenbouw City of Groningen & others Denmark
2011

Tools
HQE2R CSTB EU

2001-

2004

Ecocity EU research project EU
2002-

2005

SCR Victorian State Government Australia 2007

EcoDistricts POSI US 2010

SPeAR ARUP UK
2011 

(2000)

SuBET HILSON MORAN & others UK
2008-

2010

One Planet Living (OPL)
BioRegional Development 

Group and WWF International
UK 2008

SMEO-Quartiere BFE and ARE Switzerland 2011

Beacon Neighbourhood 

Sustainability Framework
Beacon

New 

Zealand
2010

Cascadia Scorecard Sightline Institute US 2004

Systems that emerged 

from already existing and 

established third-party 

assessment and 

certification systems for 

buildings

Systems embedded into 

neighbourhood-scale 

plans and sustainability 

initiatives mostly 

intended to be used as 

planning and decision 

support tools (first or 

second-party assess-

ment systems) 

Global Overview

LEED ND

Earthcraft Communities

BREEAM Communities

CASBEE UD

ESTIDAMA Pearls

QSAS Neighb.

Greenstar Communities

DGNB NSQ

HQE2R

Ecocity

SCR
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The importance and comparability of the following 

criteria were investigated:

a) object of assessment (existing 

neighbourhoods, new neighbourhoods, both?) 

b) basic character (certification system with 

absolute assessment of sustainability or system 

following distance to target method to support 

sustainable neighbourhood development?)

c) included dimensions of sustainability 

(economic, environmental and/or social 

dimension, possibly supplemented by an 

institutional dimension?) → Level 1

d) assessment criteria included in each 

sustainability dimension → Level 2

e) Indicators included in each criterion → Level 3

Methodology for the Comparative Analysis
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Object of Assessment - Rationale

3 possibilities:

a) New neighbourhood (object)

b) Existing neighbourhood (object)

c) Sust. Dev. of Exist. neighbourhood (process)

Existing neighbourhood as an object – danger 

of being stigmatised as “unsustainable”, as the 

result is based only on the performance at a 

specific point in time. 

→  Planners and developers are discouraged to 

deal with such cases. 

There is no such thing as static state for 

neighbourhoods – they are always in a constant 

development. 
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Certification Systems Tools

Criteria
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OBJECT OF ASSESSMENT

New neighbourhood developments X X X X X X X X X X

Existing neighbourhoods as an object X X X X X

Existing neighbourhoods as a process X

Object of Assessment – Results

Results:

o The focus of the analysis is mostly on “New Development Projects“

o Existing neighbourhoods, when assessed, in most of the cases they 

are assessed as an object, not a process.
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2 methods for assessing sustainability:

a)  Performance oriented assessment

It is assessed whether a neighbourhood developm. 

is sustainable at a specific point in time

→ Suitable for new neighbourhood developments

b) Distance to target and performance monitoring

It is assessed the sustainable development – the 

relative progress in the direction of sustainability

→ Suitable for existing neighbourhoods or renovation 

projects

The character of a system influences its ability to 

function as a decision support system.  

Important – to track temporal changes in the 

sustainability of existing neighbourhoods to 

specify whether they move in the right direction 

towards achieving specific targets.

Character - Rationale
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Character – Results

Cerification Systems Tools

Criteria
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CHARACTER 

Performance oriented assessment X X X X X X X X X X X

Distance to target & performance 

monitoring 
X

Results:

o The most of the systems follow the performance oriented approach 

irrespective of the object of assessment (new or existing 

neighbourhood). Only a few systems (e.g. HQE2R) assess the relative 

success of existing neighbourhoods.
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Character – Results (HQE2R Example)
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The last years the framework of assessment 

has been expanded from merely covering 

environmental impacts to hitting a balance 

between environmental, social, and 

economic performance. 

Emphasis on the importance of institutional 

sustainability as the fourth pillar – the 

participation of community stakeholders in the 

decision making process, as well as the 

community management and governance 

mechanisms.

How? A comparison among the tools and 

systems can be performed at different levels –

at an indicator, criteria or main category (or 

sustainability dimension) level. 

Sustainability Coverage – Rationale
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Certification Systems Tools

Criteria
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SUSTAINABILITY COVERAGE

Environmental X X X X X X X X X X X

Social X X X X X X X X X X X

Economic X X X X X X X X X X

Institutional X X X X X X X X X

Sustainability Dimensions – Results (Level 1)

1) Comparison at the level of sustainability dimensions
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Level  2

Sustainability Dimensions – Results (Level 1)

But this was just the sustainability 

coverage in terms of the different 

dimensions. In each dimension what 

kind of criteria or indicators are covered 

needs to be analysed in detail prior to 

performing any comparisons...

NEXT
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Sustainability Criteria  – Results (Level 2)

2) Comparison at the level of sustainability criteria –

“economic sustainability” as an example

Certification Systems Tools

Criteria
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ECONOMIC SUSTAINABILITY

Skill education and 

employment
X X X X X X X

Community investment X X X X

Value stability X

Space efficiency X

Support of national economy X

Residential incentives X

Housing affordability X X X X X X

Costs and benefits 

assessment
X X X X X

Fiscal impact on the 

community
X

Level  3

NEXT
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Criterion – Costs and benefits 

assessment

ESTIDAMA 

Pearls

Greenstar

Communities
DGNB NSQ Ecocity SCR

Life cycle costing (LCC) X X

Return on investment (ROI) X

Cost/return ratio X

Internal rate of return (IRR) X

Gross margins X

Sustainability Indicators – Results (Level 3)

3) Comparison at the level of sustainability indicators –

“cost and benefits assessment” as an example

Conclusion:

It is always more accurate to compare at an indicator level, 

as similar criteria can be assessed by different indicators. 
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But there is still lots of confusion...

Although the existing assessment 

tools and systems clearly mark a 

progress regarding the expansion from 

the building to the neighbourhood 

level, and the scope of applied 

assessment criteria, there are still gaps 

and deficiencies…
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ISO/TC 268 Sustainable development in communities

Standardization in the field of Sustainable Development 

in Communities will include requirements, guidance 

and supporting techniques and tools to help all kind of 

communities, their related subdivisions and interested 

and concerned parties become more resilient and 

sustainable and demonstrate achievements in that 

regard. 

The proposed series of International Standards will thus 

encourage the development and implementation of 

holistic, cross-sector and area-based approaches to 

sustainable development in communities. 

As appears in the program of work, it will include 

Management System Requirement, Guidance and 

related standards.

State of Standardization

http://www.iso.org/iso/standards_development/technical_committees/other_bodies/iso_technical_committee.htm?commid=656906
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Planned sections: 

Sustainable development and resilience of 

communities - Management systems -- General 

principles and requirements

Sustainable development and resilience of 

communities – Vocabulary

Sustainable development and resilience of 

communities -- Indicators for city services and 

quality of life

Inventory and review of existing indicators on 

sustainable development and resilience in cities

ISO/TC Sustainable Development in Communities
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Communities are still not familiar with the topic 

of “sustainable urban development”

Communities fear that their city or specific 

districts of their city will be stigmatised with the 

use of systems offering only an absolute rating 

– fear of losing their reputation in the case of a 

negative assessment result

Cities and city districts are difficult to compare 

– it is therefore problematic to develop and 

apply benchmarks

Obstacles and Barriers
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Recommendations

For the case of design and development of 

new neighborhoods, sustainability 

assessment systems can be recommended 

for use. They can be used even without 

aiming at certification as a checklist for 

planning and as a basis for agreements 

between project developers and planners.

For the case of further development of 

existing neighbourhoods the tools defining 

sustainable development targets and 

assessing the progress of a neighbourhood 

towards these targets are recommended for 

use. What is important is the involvement of 

relevant stakeholders in appropriate forms of 

organization (e.g. Neighbourhood

Improvement District - NID).
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Neighborhood Improvement District (NID) is 

defined as an area in which property owners 

make a collective contribution (e.g. paid by 

special tax assessments) to stabilize and 

improve their district. NIDs typically include 

capital improvements like housing, park and 

public space enhancements and provide 

services such as supplementary safety and 

security or the development of a marketing 

concept for the district. The term NID is already 

established in practice in some US-states.

There is also the term housing improvement 

district (HID)

The aim of HID/NID is to strengthen residential 

areas through private Initiatives

Concept of Neighborhood Improvement District
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Proposal

It is proposed the NID/HID approach to be 

combined with sustainability assessments at 

a neighbourhood level

It is suggested to transfer this approach to 

already existing examples aiming at the 

energy-related improvement of 

neighbourhoods (e.g. the funding 

programme of the German state-owned KfW 

Bank) and to consider the energy-related 

part as a sub-theme. Conceptually, this 

approach can be applied by 

community/property owners associations.
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With respect to possible future activities it is 

proposed a two-step procedure: 

a) A modular kit to be provided to potential 

users, which: 

o will allow for better distinguishing between 

newly constructed and already existing 

neighbourhoods

o include an expanded sustainability criteria set 

to better consider cultural aspects, alternative 

economic aspects or social coherence aspects. 

o will involve relevant local stakeholders, and 

should fulfill certain thematic and procedural 

minimum requirements.

b) This kit to be the basis for discussions about 

possibilities of a certain standardization of 

assessment processes (e.g. ISO TC 268 –

sustainable development in communities)

Outlook
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Thanks for your attention ! 

Questions ? Comments ?

Contact Details:

thomas.luetzkendorf@kit.edu

maria.balouktsi@kit.edu

mailto:thomas.luetzkendorf@kit.edu
mailto:Maria.balouktsi@kit.edu


37 Thomas Lützkendorf & Maria Balouktsi: Systems for sustainability assessment of neighborhoods Chair for Sustainable Management of Housing and Real Estate


