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Purpose: Conceptualization and evaluation of the level of social sustainability have a special status 
in sustainable development literature. This study was conducted to evaluate the level of social 
sustainability and the determinants affecting it in the Harasam Rural District in Western Iran.

Methods: Based on the theoretical background and literature, 12 quantitative and 28 qualitative 
indices were examined in the framework of five components. The population consisted of 1983 
households of the mentioned rural district and the sample included 340 people. The research tool 
was household and village questionnaires. The validity of the tool was confirmed by an expert panel 
and the reliability by Cronbach's alpha test (α = 0.84). Fuzzy Topsis was used to measure the social 
sustainability of the villages and path analysis to analyze the data.

Results: The results showed that 100% of the villages of the rural district were in unsustainable 
or semi-sustainable states. Among the internal components, social justice and quality of life, 
respectively, had the greatest effect on social sustainability. Examining the external factors showed 
that the centrality of the settlement service and proximity to urban areas had a positive effect on 
the social sustainability of the investigated villages. Furthermore, out-immigration had the highest 
negative effect on the social sustainability of the villages.

Conclusion: This research re-emphasizes the importance of intra-generational justice based on 
social and spatial justice. Merely in the shadow of reducing social and regional inequalities and 
equitable distribution of development opportunities, the social sustainability of rural communities 
can be materialized.
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1. Introduction

n sustainable development literature, 
rooted mainly in the environmental move-
ment, social aspects of sustainability are 
considered less and generally as a tool for 
reaching sustainable development (Boehn 

& Hamann, 2011; McKenzie, 2004). Some critics of 
this approach believe that preserving the environment 
and providing equal opportunities for future and present 
generations will be logical and practical when the life 
of the present generation is not associated with misery, 
poverty, and inequality (Sen & Anand, 2000). Thus, the 
view prevails that social sustainability has been over-
shadowed and dominated by environmental-ecological 
sustainability and has not been conceptualized and trans-
parent so much (Janker, Mann, & Rist, 2019; Lee & 
Jung, 2019; Roca-Puig, 2019). The mentioned trend 
has improved in recent years and social sustainability 
has been recognized as an essential component of sus-
tainable development. Most of the scientific activities 
done on social sustainability have focused on definitions, 
theorizing, and interpretations of this concept. The focus 
of theoretical views has been on philosophical and politi-
cal views, human rights, prosperity, equality and social 
justice, social capital, and empowerment (Woodcraft, 
2012).

Recent efforts regarding defining, organizing, and op-
erationalizing social sustainability have led to the iden-
tification of three tendencies in this regard. These ten-
dencies are a) development sustainability looking for 
objectives such as basic needs, creating and maintaining 
social capital, justice, and equity; b) intermediary sus-
tainability that discusses the changes in social behavior 
leading to biological-physical goals of sustainable de-
velopment; and  c) the protection sustainability that tries 
to preserve changing socio-cultural characteristics in 
societies and identify the coping methods of the people 
against change (Vallance, Perkins, & Dixon, 2011).

Social sustainability has largely been connected to 
intra-generational justice. Premature death, illness, mal-
nutrition, illiteracy, and poverty show that today’s world 
has failed to provide equal opportunities for all. How-
ever, as a systemic concept, sustainable development 
addresses the current situation as much as it does the fu-
ture (Sen & Anand, 2000). Social sustainability can be 
examined from two aspects: procedural and contextual. 
In the procedural aspect, social sustainability refers to 
political participation in decision-making and planning 
processes, whereas the contextual aspect emphasizes 

concepts such as local specifics, lifestyle, equality, and 
justice and sustainable livelihood (Tiainen, 2016). From 
this perspective, social sustainability occurs when for-
mal and informal processes, systems, structures, and 
relationships significantly increase the capacity of cur-
rent and future generations to create healthy and viable 
societies. Social sustainability has five key principles: 
equality, democracy and governance, diversity, social 
solidarity, and quality of life (Hale et al., 2019; Lee & 
Jung, 2019; Lin, Zhang, & Geertman, 2015). Colan-
tonio considers the social sustainability discussable in 
demographic change, empowerment, participation, iden-
tity, sense of belonging to life place, health and security, 
social solidarity, social capital, welfare, happiness in life, 
and improving life quality (Colantonio, 2007).

In sum, one can state that from among the many com-
ponents and indices mentioned by the researchers of 
social sustainability, the most important components 
emphasized by many that are focused on the procedural 
and contextual aspect of social sustainability are social 
justice, social solidarity, social participation, life qual-
ity, security, and empowerment. The evaluation of so-
cial sustainability is significant as the sustainability of 
human societies can be the cornerstone of economic and 
environmental sustainability and the close connection of 
these three aspects of sustainability is undeniable. This 
connection becomes  evident in rural areas.

A glimpse at the situation of rural areas in developing 
countries shows that most rural settlements, more or 
less, face major challenges such as poverty, inequality, 
migration and unorganized rural population structure, 
low levels of social participation and inappropriate qual-
ity of life indicating social unsustainability (Pourtaheri, 
Zal, & Rokneddin Eftekhari, 2011). This situation can 
be seen in many villages in Iran, such as the area under 
study.

Harsam Rural District as the study area of this research 
located in Eslamabad-e Gharb, Kermanshah, Iran, is one 
of the deprived areas of the country. The evidence shows 
that, regarding social sustainability, this rural district 
faces challenges such as poverty, social inequality, im-
balances in the appropriate distribution of services and 
facilities, the migration of rural households, as well as 
youth unemployment and, consequently, the migration 
of young workers to find a job and have a better income. 
Recognition of social sustainability and its determinants 
can provide a clear perspective for authorities and rural 
development planners to provide a proper understand-
ing of existing shortcomings and challenges to achieve 
sustainable rural development goals. Thus, the present 
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study tries to answer the following questions. 1) What 
is the level of social sustainability of the villages in the 
mentioned rural district? 2) What are the most influential 
internal components affecting the social sustainability of 
the villages studied? 3) What are the most influential ex-
ternal components affecting the social sustainability of 
the villages studied?

2. Literature Review

A review of the previous studies regarding social sus-
tainability in rural areas shows several key results: some 
studies merely focus on ranking and levelling the social 
sustainability of villages and ignore the causes and fac-
tors of the problem. The significant results of this group 
of studies indicate the low level of social sustainability 
in rural settlements (Fattahi et al., 2013; Jamini & Jam-
shidi, 2014; Pourtaheri, Sojasi Qidari, & Sadeghloo, 
2010; Tavakkoli & Rostami, 2013). However, in some 
cases, the results show that the social sustainability of 
rural settlements is at a favorable level (Luo, Li, & Fu, 
2011). Some of the studies in this regard have examined 
the relationship or difference between social sustain-
ability and other aspects of sustainability (environmen-
tal and economic) in rural settlements (Ameri Siahooi, 
Rostam Gourani, & Biranvandzadeh, 2011; Faraji 
Sabokbar et al., 2010).

Some studies have stressed demographic factors, 
population size, migration of young people from rural 
areas, and changes in the age structure of the population 
among the societal factors of sustainability (Manos et 
al., 2013; Moles et al., 2008; Tavakkoli, 2014). In ad-
dition, access to required services needed by villagers is 
known as one of the factors affecting social sustainabil-
ity of rural settlements. In this way, the villages deprived 
of many facilities, including public transportation, edu-
cational, health and medical, financial, and credit ser-
vices, as well as appropriate infrastructure such as safe 
drinking water, and so on are at lower levels of social 
sustainability. In this regard, some researchers have con-
cluded that the villages closer to urban centers have bet-
ter social sustainability due to better access to facilities 
and services in nearby towns (Pourtaheri et al., 2011; 
Tavakkoli, 2014).

Moreover, the results of some studies showed that fac-
tors such as the level of economic development, social 
justice, social interaction, quality of life, reduction of 
employment and the loss of job opportunities, as well 
as tribal and religious disputes are among factors affect-
ing social sustainability of rural settlements (Jamini & 

Jamshidi, 2014; Luo et al., 2011; Manos et al., 2013; 
Nastaran, Ghasemi, & Hadizadeh Zargar, 2013).

From the methodological point of view, most of the 
previous studies have used subjective and qualitative 
indices in measuring the social sustainability of vil-
lages, ignoring objective and quantitative indices in 
this regard. A large part of these works have not used 
valid models in sustainability measurements, failed in 
weighing the indices, and considered all indices with the 
same weight. Besides, in measuring the determinants 
affecting the social sustainability of the villages, many 
studies merely focus on external factors affecting social 
sustainability and some others focus on internal factors 
affecting it (including its components) and fail to focus 
on both groups of factors simultaneously. Although the 
present study does not claim to be perfect, it has tried to 
eliminate the shortcomings and even evaluate the social 
sustainability of the villages and the factors affecting it 
more comprehensively.

3. Methodology

The study area

The geographic area of the study is the villages of 
the Harsam Rural District in Eslamabad-e-Gharb, Ker-
manshah province, Iran (Figure 1). The population of 
this village in 2006 was 8177 people, which decreased 
to 7622 in the census in 2011 with -0.02% population 
growth in five years (Statistical Center of Iran, 2006, 
2011). Examining the literacy status of the rural district 
shows that out of 7577 people in need of education, 
72.36% are literate, which is lower than the average 
literacy of Kermanshah (81.7%). Men’s literacy rate is 
about 55%, whereas 44% is the rate for women, show-
ing gender inequality and low social justice in education 
(Statistical Center of Iran, 2016).

The relative density of the Harsam Rural District is 26 
people per square kilometer, which is much lower than 
in the same figure in Eslamabad-e Gharb (67 people per 
square kilometer). Also, the biological density of the 
rural district is better than the city and is 57 and 156 
square kilometers, respectively (Statistical Center of 
Iran, 2011).

According to official statistics, 39% of the 6588 active 
rural population is employed. About 10% of these peo-
ple are employed in nearby cities, whereas their families 
live in villages. Furthermore, 73% of rural workers are 
employed in the agricultural sector (Statistical Center 
of Iran, 2011). About 80% of the 13477 hectares of ag-
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ricultural land in the rural district are rain-fed, cultivat-
ing wheat, barley, chickpea, and lentil, and due to low 
returns, it does not create much income for the villagers 
(Statistical Center of Iran, 2014). The high percentage 
of unemployment, lack of diverse job opportunities in 
villages, and the employment far from the families have 
led to an escalation of the migration process, popula-
tion decline, disruption of the balance of the age and sex 
structure of the population, and somehow the reduction 
of social security in the district villages.

Methodology

The study is applied regarding the nature of the sub-
ject, a case study regarding the scope, and descriptive-
analytic in terms of methodology, conducted in the form 
of documentary and field studies. According to the theo-
retical foundations and the literature, 12 quantitative and 
28 qualitative indices were identified in five components 
to evaluate the social sustainability of the villages sur-
veyed (Table 1). In designing indices, criteria such as 
credibility and the ease of measurement were considered 
with respect to time and budget constraints, sensitivity to 
change, simplicity, and comprehensiveness (Veldhuizen 
et al., 2015). The statistical population consisted of 1983 
rural households living in 23 villages of the rural dis-

tricts. The sample size was calculated using Cochran’s 
formula as 322 people and increased to 340 to minimize 
potential errors. Then, by the proportional allocation 
method, the proportion of each village was determined 
from the sample size. Sample households were selected 
randomly in each village. The research tool was two 
questionnaires: one for rural households and the other 
for village general information. The validity of the tool 
was confirmed by a panel of thematic experts and the 
reliability was confirmed by Cronbach’s alpha test (α = 
0.84). For data analysis, in addition to descriptive statis-
tics, Pearson correlation coefficient, regression, and path 
analysis using SPSS software were utilized.

In this study, rural population, the number of nomadic 
households, the percentage of employees outside the vil-
lage, the age of the village, the distance from the nearest 
town, the rate of emigration, age structure (dependency 
ratio), and the level of service centrality of the villages as 
the independent variables were examined along with the 
dependent variable (social sustainability). Fuzzy Topsis 
was used to rank the social sustainability in the studied 
villages (Chen, 2000).

4. Findings

Sustainability level of the studied villages

As stated, Fuzzy Topsis was used to determine the 
sustainability of the villages. In this regard, the various 
stages of forming the decision matrix, descaling the ma-
trix, weighing the matrix according to the expert panel, 
calculating the ideal and anti-ideal solutions, determin-
ing the distance between each village and the ideal and 
anti-ideal solutions, as well as calculating the similarity 
index were performed. However, presenting the calcula-
tions and their tables is beyond the scope of this paper. 
Finally, the villages were ranked and rated according to 
the similarity index. The similarity index in Fuzzy TOP-
SIS is in a range between zero and 1. If the amount of 
this index is closer to 1, the village will be more sustain-
able and vice versa. According to the Neumayer method, 
if the social sustainability score is less than 0.5, the vil-
lage will be unsustainable. If it is between 0.5 and 0.8, 
the village will be semi-sustainable. Under the condition 
that the value is between 0.8 and 1, the village is sustain-
able (Neumayer, 2001). Given that the mentioned val-
ues  in the studied villages range from 0.41 to 0.61, none 
of the villages were socially sustainable, about 30% of 
the villages were unsustainable, and nearly 70% of them 
were semi-sustainable (Table 2).

Figure 1. The position of Harsam Rural District in Eslam-
abad-e Gharb, Kermanshah, Iran
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The interview with local informants implies that this 
condition originated from lack of health services in most 
villages of the rural district, urbanism, the reluctance of 
educated young people to live in the countryside, lack 
of job opportunities in villages, as well as insecurity in 
some villages, especially regarding livestock robbery. 

Factors affecting social sustainability

Conducting a more accurate investigation on the deter-
minants and factors affecting social sustainability in the 
Harsam Rural District, based on the theoretical frame-

work and literature review, two components or factors 
were identified and distinguished. They were 1) internal 
factors affecting social sustainability including participa-
tion, quality of life, security, social justice and empower-
ment and 2) external factors such as village age, village 
population, number of nomadic households, age struc-
ture (dependency ratio), percentage of employees out-
side the village, out-migration, distance from the nearest 
town, and the level of service centrality of the villages.

Regression and path analysis techniques were used to 
determine the effect of the internal components on social 

Table 1. Components and indices of social sustainability

Compo-
nent Qualitative indices Quantitative indices

Pa
rti

cip
ati

on
 

1) The level of accountability in the public activities of the village, 2) the level 
of interaction of the people of the village 3) The assistance in the agricultural 

work, 4) Participation in cultural activities, 5) The level of satisfaction of 
people with the village authorities and council

1) Percentage of contributors to rural 
council elections 2) Percentage of partici-

pants in parliamentary elections

Lif
e 

qu
al

ity
 1) The quality of access to appropriate agricultural services, 2) the quality of 

access to appropriate health services, 3) the quality of access to appropriate 
educational services, 4) satisfaction with the quality of housing, 5) feeling 

happiness, 6) belonging to the village, 7) the quality of sanitation, 8) the qual-
ity of waste collection and disposal

1) Employment rate of rural residents 
2) Diversity of educational levels in the 

village 3) Women’s literacy rate

Se
cu

rit
y 1) The sense of security of habitants 2) fear of the prevalence of social 

abnormalities, 3) level of trust to state institutions functions 4) level of trust 
between community members 5) security level for night Commuting

1) The percentage of crimes in the village 
2) The ethnic and tribal conflicts over the 

past decade

So
cia

l j
us

tic
e

1) Equitable access to services in the village, 2) equal opportunities for 
participation in society, 3) adequate income for working 4) fair access to rural 
general resources (pasture and water ...), 5) equitable distribution of services 

between villages of rural sub-district.

1) Percentage of landless households 2) 
Percentage of poor households

Em
po

w
er

m
en

t 

1) Self-confidence level 2) individuals ability to use existing opportunities and 
facilities, 3) efforts to address social inequalities in the village, 4) increase 
in productivity and production efficiency 5) Relationships with rural affairs 

institutions

1) Hours of unemployment during the 
week 2) Number of close and intimate 
friends 3) Number of professional skills 

JSRD

Table 2. Levelling the villages of Harsam Rural District in terms of social sustainability

Similarity index Social  sustainability Frequency Percent 

0.8-1 Sustainable 0 0

0.5-0.8 Semi-sustainable 16 69.57

Less than 0.5 unsustainable 7 30.43

JSRD
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sustainability and determine the most important compo-
nent in this regard. First, utilizing linear regression, the 
relationships between components of participation, life 
quality, security, social justice, and empowerment with 
social sustainability were examined. The coefficient of 
determination obtained from the linear regression of the 
above components is 0.847. This means that the men-
tioned components explain 84.7% of the changes in the 
dependent variable (social sustainability), and the path 
analysis model is valid.

The analysis of the standard beta coefficients in Table 
3 shows that amongst the factors affecting social sustain-
ability of the studied villages, life quality and empower-
ment with a significance level of 99% are the first and 
second priorities and social justice and security with a 
95% significance level are the third and fourth priorities.

As regression only measures the direct effects of vari-
ables on the dependent variable and their indirect ef-
fects remain unknown, path analysis was used to cover 
this weakness. In path analysis, the incremental effects 

of variables are considered by adding each variable; so 
these relationships are expressed through a set of equa-
tions, showing the degree of dependence of each vari-
able on the previous variable. The basic principle in path 
analysis is that any correlation coefficient between two 
variables can be broken down into a set of paths. Sepa-
rate paths show the effects of variables and their relation-
ships through the order of precedence and late mediation 
variables (Kalantari, 2006). 

For conducting a path analysis and calculating the di-
rect and indirect effects of independent variables on the 
dependent variable, at first, path diagram was plotted to 
show the direct and indirect relationships and effects of 
each variable on the others. In plotting the path analysis 
diagram, we tried to establish the causal order between 
the components by relying on theoretical foundations 
and the rational relationships between the components of 
social sustainability. Accordingly, the components with a 
more logical priority were shown on the left side of the 
model, and the components in the causal relation to the 
first group were placed on the right (Figure 2).

Table 3. The effect of internal components on the social sustainability of investigated villages (utilizing regression)

Component Beta standard coefficients T value Sig.

Participation 0.023 0.180 0.859

Quality of Life 0.506 4.201 0.001

Security 0.240 2.052 0.056

social justice 0.287 2.429 0.027

Empowerment 0.391 3.798 0.001

JSRD

Figure 2. The path analysis diagram of the components affecting social sustainability JSRD

Parvaneh, Z., et al. (2020). Assessing Social Sustainability and its Determinants: The Case of a Rural District in The West of Iran. JSRD, 4(1), 37-48.



43

May 2020, Volume 4, Number 1
Journal of
Sustainable Rural Development

Afterward, by conducting the path analysis steps, the 
direct and indirect effects of the mentioned components 
on social sustainability were obtained. As the beta co-
efficients derived from the regression are standardized 
allowing comparison of the effects of all components, 
these coefficients are considered the base of the study 
and are presented in the path analysis diagram.

After determining the direct and indirect effects of all 
the components on social sustainability, it was found 
that social justice with an overall effect of 0.583 was the 
first priority and the quality of life with a total effect of 
0.506 was the second. Whilst, participation with a total 
effect of 0.023 had the least impact and was at the bot-
tom of priority ranking (Table 4). As is seen, unlike the 
results of regression, where the quality of life had the 
greatest effect on explaining the social sustainability of 
mentioned villages, path analysis determined the highest 
general effects (direct and indirect) on social sustainabil-
ity of villages related to social justice, and other compo-
nents were at the next levels of significance.

As stated above, the components mentioned explain 
84.7% of the changes in the dependent variable (social 
sustainability). Thus, 15.3% of the changes in social sus-
tainability are explained by variables outside the model; 
some of which were identified and studied.

For this purpose, variables such as village popula-
tion1, number of nomadic households2, the percentage 
of employees outside the village3, village age4, distance 

1. The minimum and maximum population of the studied 
villages is 29 and 1262 people, respectively.
2. 7 of the studied villages have nomadic households.
3. On average, 24.7% of the workers in the villages stud-
ied are outside the village. The minimum value is zero 
and the maximum value is 70%.
4. The studied villages were between 70 and 3000 years old.

from the nearest town5, out-migration rate6, age structure 
(dependency ratio)7, service centrality of the villages8 
were examined using Pearson correlation coefficient. 
Amongst the studied variables, the first four variables 
did not have a significant relationship with the social sus-
tainability of the studied villages, and so were excluded 
from the study.

The results of the tests imply that a negative and sig-
nificant relationship can be seen between variables of 
distance from the nearest town and social sustainability 
at a confidence level of 99%. In other words, with an in-
crease in the distance from town, the social sustainability 
of the villages reduces. Similarly, the same relationship 
is observed in the case of age structure (dependency ra-
tio) and social sustainability, showing that in rural areas 
with an unbalanced age structure and high population 

5. The minimum and maximum distance between villages 
from the nearest town is 26.5 and 60 km, respectively.
6. The rate of out-migration was calculated according to the 
number of households that had migrated from the village 
during the last 5 years. The average for all villages was 15.30. 
The minimum and maximum rates are 3 and 50 households 
in the studied villages, respectively.
7. To study the age structure, the general dependency ratio 
was used, the quotient of the inactive population (under 15 
years + above 65 years of age) on active population (15-64 
years). The closer it is to 1, the lower the active population; 
the closer it is to zero, the greater the active population (Ka-
zemipour, 2008). The minimum and maximum ratios in these 
villages are 0.28 and 0.54, respectively.
8. To calculate the centrality of the services provided by the 
villages, a set of services in the villages - 1) Rural municipal-
ity, 2) Kindergarten 3) Primary school 4) Secondary school 
4) High school 5) Health center 6) Health home 7) Agricul-
tural machinery repair 8) Mosque 9) Kerosene and gas cyl-
inders agents 10) Grocery store 11) Bakery 12) Butchers 13) 
Post office 14) Rural cooperative 15) Agricultural promoters 
16) Sports ground 17) Public library 18) Firefighting station 
- was examined. Then, the villages were classified according 
to the number of available services. Accordingly, 30.5% of 
investigated villages had 3 to 6 services.

Table 4. Prioritizing the effect of components on social sustainability

Component Direct effect Indirect effect Overall effect Prioritization

Participation 0.023 - 0.023 5

Quality of Life 0.506 - 0.506 2

Security 0.240 0.221 0.461 3

social justice 0.287 0.296 0.583 1

Empowerment 0.391 0.061 0.452 4

JSRD
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dependency ratio, social sustainability is less. More-
over, a negative and significant relationship is observed 
between the out-migration of the villages and social 
sustainability at 95% confidence level. In other words, 
social sustainability is lower in villages with more out-
migration. In addition, there is a positive and significant 
relationship between the level of service centrality of the 
village and social sustainability at 95% confidence level. 
This means that if more services are concentrated in one 
village,  its social sustainability will be higher as well 
(Table 5).

Regression analysis was utilized to determine which 
of the variables were more significant in explaining the 
social sustainability of the villages. The results of the test 
showed that the level of significance was 0.002 and the 
regression was confirmed at a confidence level of 99%. 
Thus, it can be said that the regression has the necessary 
validity and there is a linear relationship between the ex-
amined variables (Table 6).

Examining Beta standard coefficients shows that out-
migration at 99% confidence level has the most negative 
effect on the social sustainability of the villages under 
study. In other words, out-migration is one of the most 
important determinants of social sustainability. In turn, 
this factor has a significant effect on the population 
structure or dependency ratio of villages. Besides, the 
level of service centrality and possessing more facilities 
and services as the second factor has a positive effect on 
the social sustainability of the surveyed villages.

5. Discussion

Nowadays, social sustainability has a special place in 
the sustainable development literature and gets rid of 
environmental approaches domination. While accept-
ing the concept of inter-generational justice within the 
framework of sustainable development, social sustain-
ability puts special emphasis on the concept of intra-gen-
erational justice and the components of social solidarity, 
social participation, life quality, security, empowerment, 
and social justice.

Table 5. The relationship between external variables and social sustainability of the studied villages

Variable
Pearson correlation

Correlation Significance

Distance from the nearest town ** -0.536 0.008

Out-migration level * -0.422 0.045

Dependency ratio ** -0.535 0.009

Service centrality level * 0.415 0.049

** Significant significance at 99% level * significant at 95% level

JSRD

Table 6. The effect of external variables on the social sustainability of investigated villages

Variable Beta standard coefficients t value Significance

Distance from the nearest town -0.360 -2.004 0.060

Out-migration level -0.520 -3.125 0.006

Dependency ratio -0.049 -.234 0.818

Service centrality level 0.391 1.997 0.061

JSRD
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Reviewing the status of above-mentioned components 
in rural settlements of the most developing countries 
implies that social sustainability condition is unsatisfac-
tory, which in turn, in a systematic interaction with other 
dimensions of sustainability (environmental-economic), 
causes unsustainability or at least a fragile sustainability 
of the villages of these countries. Such conditions are 
visible in many rural areas of Iran and in the scope of this 
review. So, the levelling of social sustainability with the 
Fuzzy Topsis technique showed that 100% of villages 
in the Harsam Rural District are in an unsustainable or 
semi-sustainable situation. These results confirm the re-
sults of Pourtaheri et al., 2010; Tavakkoli & Rostami, 
2013; Fattahi et al., 2013; Jamini & Jamshidi, 2014 
and are contrary to the review of Luo, Li, & Fu, 2011.

Evaluating the internal factors affecting social sustain-
ability of the villages using the path analysis technique 
indicates that social justice and life quality had the high-
est effect on social sustainability. Nastaran et al., 2013; 
Jamini & Jamshidi, 2014; Luo, Li, & Fu, 2011; Ma-
nos et al., 2013 emphasized the importance of these two 
components.

Investigating the external variables affecting the so-
cial sustainability of the villages showed that the service 
centrality of the settlement and having welfare facilities 
would increase the social sustainability. Also, better and 
more access to the needed facilities and services through 
proximity to urban centers had a positive impact on the 
social sustainability of the studied villages. This is in line 
with the results of Pourtaheri et al., 2011 and Tavak-
koli, 2014. Moreover, it was found that the higher the 
out-migration and dependency ratios are in the studied 
villages, the lower the social sustainability will be. This 
is consistent with the results of studies by Moles et al., 
2008; Manos et al., 2013; Tavakkoli, 2014.

The regression test and examination of Beta coef-
ficients showed that amongst the mentioned factors, 
out-migration had the most negative effect on the social 
sustainability of the surveyed villages. Thus, the vil-
lages with more out-migration have an unbalanced de-
mographic structure, and due to their small population, 
do not have the demographic threshold required for ab-
sorbing many governmental and nongovernmental ser-
vices. These villages experience more unsustainability. 
It should be noted that the villages of the rural district 
are experiencing two out-migration trends. The first one 
is immigration from the countryside to distant or nearer 
cities, and the second one is at the rural sub-district level 
that is from remote and under-populated villages to more 

populated villages with more facilities, and both trends 
lead to social unsustainability.

According to the results, the following recommenda-
tions are put forward to improve the social sustainabil-
ity of investigated villages: 1) as social justice had the 
greatest effect on the social sustainability of villages, 
measures such as creating equal economic and social 
opportunities, fair access to the general resources of the 
villages (rangeland and water, and so on), poverty elimi-
nation programs, and justice in the distribution of ser-
vices among villages of rural sub-district can be effective 
and promising. 2) Given the importance of life quality 
as the second most important component affecting the 
social sustainability of the surveyed villages, planning 
and action to improve the physical structure and quality 
of housing, better provision of health services, education 
-like the guidance of students to courses that can provide 
employment in the village- and gender equality are sug-
gested. 3) Considering out-migration as the most impor-
tant external factor of the unsustainability of surveyed 
villages, the adoption of strategies for reducing rural-
urban migration (such as the distribution of public and 
private services among the villages) is recommended. In 
addition, developing non-agricultural job opportunities, 
agricultural supplementary industries, irrigation, and 
watering projects in rural areas that are mostly rain-fed 
must be taken into account.
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