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Abstract 
Sociology and sustainable development share many interesting areas of inquiry that offer the potential for closer 

cooperation between these two disciplines. The aim of the article is to examine the connections between them. The 

article considers the most promising areas; i.e, environmental issues (environmental sociology), quality of life 

(which is the key issue for the social pillar of sustainable development), and poverty (poverty eradication is the 

primary goal of the UN sustainable development agenda). It seems, however, that the cooperation between soci-

ology and sustainable development has stopped at the stage of potential interdisciplinarity.  
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Streszczenie 

Między socjologią i zrównoważonym rozwojem istnieje wiele ciekawych wspólnych obszarów badań potencjalnie 

nadających się do ściślejszej współpracy. Celem artykułu jest pokazanie tych powiązań. W tekście wzięto pod 

uwagę obszary najbardziej obiecujące: sprawy związane ze środowiskiem (socjologię środowiskową), problema-

tykę jakości życia (kluczowe zagadnienie dla społecznego filaru zrównoważonego rozwoju) i problematykę ubó-

stwa (likwidacja ubóstwa to podstawowy cel ONZ-owskich planów zrównoważonego rozwoju). Wydaje się jed-

nak, że jak do tej pory współpraca między socjologią i zrównoważonym rozwojem zatrzymała się na stadium 

potencjalnej interdyscyplinarności. 

 

Słowa kluczowe: socjologia, rozwój zrównoważony, jakość życia, ubóstwo, socjologia środowiskowa, interdy-

scyplinarność

 

Introduction 

 

The complexity of sustainable development cannot 

be adequately addressed by research approaches and 

methods specific to single scientific disciplines. 

Sustainable development is interdisciplinary in its 

nature. The article was inspired by the research 

conducted by Schoolman et al. (Schoolman et al., 

2012).   They   concluded   that   while  sustainability  

 
1 The tripartite model includes three pillars of sustainable 

development: environmental, economic, and social. 

 

 

science   was   more    interdisciplinary   than   other  

scientific fields, it still fell short of expectations in-

herent in the tripartite model.1 The pillar with the 

fewest articles published on sustainability – econom-

ics – is the most integrative, while the pillar with the 

most articles – environmental sciences – draws the 

least from outside disciplines. The analyses by 

Schoolman et al. show that if sustainability research 
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is to live up to its interdisciplinary ideals, research-

ers must be provided with greater incentives to draw 

from fields other than their own (Schoolman et al., 

2012, p. 67).2 

The analyses conducted by Schoolman et al. are 

quantitative, bibliometric, and are based on numbers. 

I was interested in a different approach – a more 

qualitative and more in-depth one (obviously within 

reasonable limits, as a thorough analysis would re-

quire a book of its own). Inevitably, it was necessary 

to narrow the scope of the analysis. In this aspect, the 

choice was not difficult. For me, as a sociologist who 

has been dealing with sustainable development for 

years, the choice was obvious: sociology and sus-

tainable development.  

The article therefore aims to show the relations be-

tween sociology and sustainable development. As 

there are quite a few of them, only selected areas are 

discussed. In my opinion, the most important in-

clude: environmental issues (there is a relatively new 

subdiscipline of sociology – environmental sociol-

ogy), quality of life (the key problem for the social 

pillar of sustainable development), and poverty 

(eradicating poverty is the primary goal of the UN 

sustainable development agenda).  

These issues constitute a potential field of interdisci-

plinary cooperation. As for potentialities, the aim of 

the article is also to point out those areas of inquiry 

where the interdisciplinary cooperation is not just 

possible but desirable, although the possibilities are 

not yet fully exploited. The starting point for our 

considerations must be at least a brief reflection on 

the issue of interdisciplinarity in science. This brief 

overview is necessary from the point of view of the 

conclusions at the end of the article.  

 

Multidisciplinarity and interdisciplinarity 

 

Three types of research can be distinguished depend-

ing on when the integration of knowledge takes place 

in the cognitive process. These are: quasi-multidisci-

plinary, multidisciplinary, and interdisciplinary re-

search. In quasi-multidisciplinary research, 

knowledge is integrated only after the research con-

ducted in individual disciplines, in their respective 

languages and with different research methods and 

techniques, has been completed. A synthesis of 

knowledge comes down to putting together the re-

search results of particular disciplines. This is a me-

chanical synthesis, and apart from providing infor-

mation about research results, it does not bring about 

real progress in science. In multidisciplinary re-

search, a common area of inquiry is usually divided 

into parts that are examined by specific disciplines. 

 
2 It has been more than 8 years since Schoolman et al. pub-

lished their research, but as my overview of the subject lit-

erature and areas of inquiry shows, it seems that little has 

changed in this respect. Much has been written worldwide 

on the topics discussed here to keep track of all the publi-

Each of these disciplines is autonomous in carrying 

out its research tasks; i.e., it employs  its  own  meth- 

ods and language. The fact that the research results 

from particular disciplines are synthesised only in 

the final stage of the research affects the quality of 

these results. Depending on the specific nature of 

each discipline and broad research context, the cog-

nitive value of integrated knowledge varies – it may 

be similar to the knowledge obtained from the quasi-

multidisciplinary research results (in a pessimistic 

scenario), or that obtained in the interdisciplinary re-

search (in an optimistic scenario). By combining 

cognitive properties of specific disciplines into one 

whole, multidisciplinary research, at least poten-

tially, offers greater cognitive possibilities when 

compared to quasi-multidisciplinary research 

(Wierzchosławski, 1996). 

In interdisciplinary research, a research model is de-

veloped, and this model is common to all the disci-

plines involved and intersecting with each other. In 

interdisciplinary research, it is necessary to formu-

late a problem in such a way that it will be shared by 

the researchers involved and to define a common 

methodological framework for different aspects of 

this problem. Methodologies and assumptions of in-

dividual disciplines are combined and modified so 

that they are better suited to the needs and so that 

new tools are developed that would allow to address 

complex research issues in a scientific way (Bremer, 

2016). 

In interdisciplinary research, knowledge is inte-

grated continuously, and not only in the final stages 

of the cognitive process (when empirical material is 

compiled and examined). A synthesis of knowledge 

in such research begins in the first stages of the re-

search process and continues throughout it. Common 

basic concepts, language, etc. are adopted from the 

very beginning by representatives of various disci-

plines who carry out a given study, and these are ap-

plied in all stages. Therefore, the results of interdis-

ciplinary research are not a simple sum of partial 

knowledge, as it is the case in multidisciplinary and 

quasi-multidisciplinary research (Wierzchosławski, 

1996). 

At present, still another level of scientific integration 

is distinguished, namely transdisciplinarity. This 

term is used to refer to the research where non-aca-

demics (e.g. stakeholders, decision-makers, etc.) are 

involved in the whole interdisciplinary research pro-

cess. These people are able to correctly formulate re-

search questions related to their situation or activity. 

However, a transdisciplinary approach is criticised 

by some academics who question the scientific qual-

ity of practical and action-oriented research. There-

fore, one of the challenges is to develop a model of 

cations, therefore my point of view is selective and proba-

bly subjective – to some extent. On the other hand, when 

observing general trends, one can come to a similar con-

clusion that no significant change has taken place in recent 

years. 
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cooperation between scientists and non-scientists, 

while maintaining research independence and an au-

tonomy from the potential influence of various inter-

est groups (Ouahyb Sundsbø et al., 2015). 

Some researchers go a step further and emphasise the 

need to shift from an interdisciplinary approach to a 

transdisciplinary collaboration that implies the use of 

concepts or methods originally developed by one 

discipline but now widely used by other disciplines. 

Since transdisciplinarity combines scientific and 

non-scientific experience, it is thus seen as the high-

est form of bringing together different disciplines 

and practical solutions (Bremer, 2016). 

 

Environmental sociology 

 

Mainstream sociology in the 70s was almost oblivi-

ous to environmental problems that were a source of 

concern for society at that time. This stemmed, 

among others, from the aversion to earlier controver-

sies on biological and geographical determinisms 

that had led sociologists to ignore the biophysical 

world (Dunlap, Catton, 1979). For example, as re-

cently as the late 1970s, sociologists of agriculture 

argued that it was inappropriate to take into account 

factors such as soil type and rainfall in explanations 

of soil conservation adoption or farm energy use, be-

cause these were not social variables (Dunlap, Mar-

tin, 1983). These disciplinary traditions were rein-

forced by the fact that modern industrialised socie-

ties seemed to be increasingly disembedded from the 

biophysical world. Sociology began to assume that 

the exceptional features of the human species such 

as language, technology, science, or culture, made 

these societies exempt from the constraints of nature 

(Catton, Dunlap, 1980). While not denying that hu-

man beings were an exceptional species, the precur-

sors of environmental sociology argued that humans’ 

special skills and capabilities did not exempt them 

from the constraints of the biophysical environment.  

The emergence of environmental sociology as a dis-

tinct area of inquiry was accelerated by problems 

connected with shortages of natural resources, in 

particular energy resources. This heightened the 

awareness that the environment was more than just 

another social problem and that environmental 

change can indeed have social consequences, as well 

as the obvious fact that human activities can have an 

impact on the environment. Studies on the impact of 

energy shortages on society facilitated a transition 

from an early sociology of environmental issues to 

 
3 The New Ecological Paradigm scale (NEP), which 

measures basic beliefs such as the existence of ecological 

limits and the importance of maintaining a balance of na-

ture, is a good case in point here. It has become the most 

widely used measure of environmental concern employed 

in studies worldwide.  

 

environmental sociology focused explicitly on soci-

etal-environmental relations. The emerging environ-

mental sociology of the 1970s was quickly institu-

tionalised via the formation of organisations within 

the US national sociological associations (Dunlap, 

Marshall, 2007). 

These groups provided an organisational base for the 

emergence of environmental sociology as an area of 

specialisation and attracted scholars interested in all 

aspects of the environment. The late 70s was a vi-

brant era of growth for environmental sociology, fol-

lowed by a short period of stagnation in the 1980s. 

However, by the late 1980s and early 90s environ-

mental sociology was not only reinvigorated, but 

also institutionalised in countries throughout the 

world and within the International Sociological As-

sociation (ISA) (Dunlap, Catton, 1994; Dunlap, 

Marshall, 2007). 

In summary, environmental sociology includes or in-

cluded (in the past) the following research areas 

(Dunlap, Marshall, 2007):  

• Research on the characteristics of large en-

vironmental organisations and their mem-

bers; 

• Long-term historical analyses of the growth 

of environment conservation organisations;  

• Research on the level of public awareness 

of environmental problems and support for 

environmental protection efforts; 

• Conceptualisation and measurement of en-

vironmental concern;3 

• Explaining the attitude-behaviour relation-

ship in the environmental domain;  

• Research into the role of media in generat-

ing societal attention to environmental 

problems; 

• Developing a theoretical perspective of so-

cial constructivism;4 

• Explaining the sources of and long-term 

analyses of environmental degradation;  

• Identifying real and potential social impacts 

of shortages of energy and of other natural 

resources; 

• Formulating solution proposals in the field 

of environmental protection; 

• Research on the global spread of legal reg-

ulations concerning environmental protec-

tion.  

It is not surprising that with such a wide spectrum of 

research, environmental sociologists frequently col-

4 Sociologists have long argued that certain phenomena 

that have all the characteristics of social problems do not 

automatically become social problems unless they are 

defined as such by claims makers who are then successful 

in having their definitions publicised by the media, 

legitimised by policy-makers and thus placed onto the 

public agenda. 
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laborate with climate scientists, geographers, limnol-

ogists, economists, political scientists, urban plan-

ners, historians, legal scholars, anthropologists, psy-

chologists, and biologists (Pellow, Brehm, 2013). 

This enables them to develop a much more reliable 

description of socio-ecological reality. 

It seems that social attitudes towards the environ-

ment, including attitudes towards environmental 

protection constitute one of the best researched areas 

of inquiry in environmental sociology. The research 

in this area has concerned knowledge, attitudes, as 

well as behaviour and declared behaviour in relation 

to environmental protection. It has been conducted 

both nationally and internationally, in relation to en-

tire societies or specific social groups. Even a partial 

review of the research carried out on this subject 

would significantly exceed the scope of this article. 

For an overview of the subject literature, see (e.g. 

Marcinkowski, Reid, 2019). 

 

Quality of life 

 

Quality of life is now considered to be the main cat-

egory of sustainable development. There have been 

many attempts to determine what constitutes quality 

of life. It is commonly accepted that happiness, sat-

isfaction and well-being belong to a more subjective 

dimension of the quality of life, while the standard 

of living or welfare are treated as a more objective 

dimension (Sobol, 2019). 

A growing interest in quality of life in social sciences 

can be observed in the 1950s, when the term was in-

creasingly used in disciplines such as sociology, eco-

nomics, social policy, medicine, and psychology. In 

the 1960s and 70s, the concept was viewed in a quan-

titative perspective and was employed in research on 

the level of satisfying individual and collective 

needs. Efforts were made to determine the level of 

consumption of various goods necessary to satisfy 

basic needs. At the turn of the 1980s, researchers in-

creasingly used the concept of quality of life for so-

ciological and psychological measurements (Trzebi-

atowski, 2011). In social sciences, quality of life was 

combined with categories such as lifestyle, subjec-

tive well-being, or one’s satisfaction with life condi-

tions and ability to fulfil basic needs.  

The work of American researcher Angus Campbell 

constituted an important stage in the development of 

research on the quality of life (Campbell, 1976). He 

analysed the state of research on social indicators as 

a source of knowledge about the societal quality of 

life. His aim was to answer the question of how peo-

ple lived and how they assessed their lives. At that 

time, the research was based mainly on economic 

(most frequently monetary) data and indicators, 

which were relatively easy to obtain and process. So-

cial indicators complemented economic ones, but 

they could only be used to measure objective as-

pects. (Petelewicz, Drabowicz, 2016). Campbell 

suggested filling in this gap with subjective indica-

tors, focusing on how individuals and communities 

assessed their quality of life. He emphasised that it 

was necessary to refer to an individual’s sense of sat-

isfaction in order to answer the question about their 

quality of life (Campbell, 1976). 

Two decades later, 27 definitions of quality of life 

were examined and it was concluded that the major-

ity of them covered 5 dimensions: emotional well-

being (85%), health (70%), family and social rela-

tions (70%), material well-being (59%), and work or 

other forms of activity (56%) (Cummins, 1996). 

Two more dimensions were later added to this list: a 

sense of security and functioning in community.  

The universal and generally accepted definition of 

quality of life has not yet been developed in social 

sciences. Researchers rather attempt to conceptual-

ise this concept, taking into account primarily the 

context in which it is used and the purpose of re-

search carried out. The definitions of quality of life 

in social sciences can be classified into four groups. 

The first group includes so-called existential defini-

tions (that draw a distinction between two life ap-

proaches to have and to be), the second group in-

cludes task-oriented definitions (self-development), 

the third group places quality of life in the category 

of satisfying needs (degree of satisfaction with differ-

ent aspects of life), and the fourth one encompasses 

definitions that distinguish between the objective 

and subjective quality of life (combining these two 

measures with an assessment of the degree to which 

different needs are satisfied) (Trzebiatowski, 2011). 

Despite all these difficulties in determining what 

quality of life is, one of the most commonly used and 

cited definitions of this concept was formulated by 

the Quality of Life Group operating as part of the 

World Health Organisation (WHOQOL Group). Ac-

cording to WHOQOL, quality of life is the individ-

ual’s perception of their position in life in the context 

of the culture and value systems in which they live 

and in relation to their goals, expectations, stand-

ards, and concerns (WHOQOL Group, 1994, p. 28). 

This definition focuses on the subjective perception 

and it is very close to a sociological perspective. 

The goals of sustainable development in the field of 

quality of life were first formulated – as proposals – 

by the World Commission on Environment and De-

velopment (WCED), established in 1983. In 2000, 

the United Nations (UN) agreed to achieve the eight 

millennium development goals (MDGs) by 2015: (1) 

to eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; (2) to 

achieve universal primary education; (3) to promote 

gender equality and empower women; (4) to reduce 

child mortality; (5) to improve maternal health; (6) 

to combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases; 

(7) to ensure environmental sustainability; and (8) to 

develop a global partnership for development (Bar-

reto Torres et al., 2019). 

 Some countries managed to achieve some of these 

goals, while others made very little progress or even 
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failed to attain any of them. In this context, the 

MDGs have been replaced with the  Sustainable  De- 

velopment Goals (SDGs), an extensive list of 17 

goals to be achieved by 2030. These include: no pov-

erty, zero hunger, good health and well-being, qual-

ity education, gender equality, clean water and sani-

tation, affordable and clean energy, decent work and 

economic growth, industry, innovation and infra-

structure, reduced inequalities, sustainable cities and 

communities, responsible consumption and produc-

tion, climate action, life below water, life on land, 

peace, justice and strong institutions, global partner-

ship (The Sustainable…, 2019). Most of these goals 

are related to quality of life. 

Measuring the quality of life requires various indica-

tors that go beyond the gross domestic product 

(GDP), which is commonly used to assess a state’s 

development based on its economic performance. 

Novacek and Mederly (2015) compiled a list of al-

ternative indicators that can be used to measure this 

development.  

• Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW) 

is an aggregated indicator based on personal 

consumption, social well-being and the quality 

of the environment, reflecting non-monetary 

benefits, and the long-term costs of environmen-

tal damage. Ultimately, the ISEW as an alterna-

tive indicator of GDP failed to win recognition, 

which was probably due to the complexity of its 

calculations. 

• Human Development Index (HDI) has been suc-

cessful, being regularly evaluated and published 

by the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP) since 1990. Its strength most likely lies 

in its simplicity.  

• Dashboard of Sustainability is composed of four 

main areas: environmental, social, economic, 

and institutional. The resulting index was calcu-

lated from 45 indicators and is expressed graph-

ically. 

• Environmental Sustainability Index (ESI) fo-

cuses on the situation of the environment and its 

load, human dependency on and sensitivity to 

external influences, social capacity, institutional 

capacity and participation in international coop-

eration. It consists of 5 themes, 21 sub-themes 

and 76 indicators. 

• Environmental Vulnerability Index (EVI) is in-

tended to complement the existing evaluation of 

economic and social vulnerability, including 

such factors as climate change, biodiversity, wa-

ter, agriculture and fisheries, human health, des-

ertification, and exposure to natural disasters. 

• Well-being of Nations (WI) is assessed on the 

basis of two main components: the Human 

Well-being Index (HWI) and the Ecosystem 

Well-being Index (EWI).  

• Living Planet Index (LPI) monitors trends re-

lated to biological diversity on Earth. The World 

Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) monitors the sit-

uation of terrestrial and marine species. 

• Ecological Footprint (EF) compares the rate of 

consumption of natural resources with the ca-

pacity of biologically productive areas on Earth. 

The ecological footprint has one undeniable ad-

vantage – it can be assessed at the global, na-

tional, local and even at the individual level. 

• Happy Planet Index (HPI) gives the average 

number of years of a happy life per unit accord-

ing to consumed natural resources; i.e., it as-

sesses how efficiently countries transform natu-

ral resources to produce the welfare of their in-

habitants, including aspects such as ecological 

footprint, life satisfaction and life expectancy.  

• Gross National Happiness (GNH) is an attempt 

at defining quality of life in more holistic terms 

and with greater respect to the non-material as-

pects of life than GDP. From the very begin-

ning, the concept has had one deficiency – it is 

very difficult to define happiness as it is a highly 

subjectively experienced condition. 

• Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI) assesses 

whether the increased production of goods and 

services in a given country results in an im-

provement in the welfare. It takes into account 

the environmental costs of improving the wel-

fare.  

• Human Poverty Index (HPI) complements HDI 

and assesses the standard of living in a given 

country; developing and developed countries 

are evaluated separately and using different in-

dicators: HP Index for Developing Countries 

and HP Index for selected OECD countries. 

• State of the Future Index (SOFI) is a statistical 

evaluation of future development trends in rela-

tion to the economic, social and environmental 

dimensions, with a 10-year outlook. 

The terms happiness, satisfaction, or well-being 

have more subjective connotations, while the stand-

ard of living or welfare are more objective. It is 

worth pointing out that all these terms are used by 

researchers representing a variety of scientific disci-

plines, from economics, sociology, through medi-

cine and psychology and many others. Furthermore, 

a wide interest in subjects directly or indirectly re-

lated to the quality of life research indicates the need 

for an interdisciplinary approach (Sobol, 2019). In 

recent years, a growing interest in these more sub-

jective concepts has been observed, both when it 

comes to their importance and measurement meth-

ods. 

In a classic review from the mid-1980s, Schuessler 

and Fisher listed examples of the quality of life re-

search in sociology, grouping it into several catego-

ries (Schuessler, Fisher, 1985). These are: (1) re-

search on the impact of basic socio-demographic 

characteristics (age, sex, income, marital status, so-

cio-economic status) on quality of life, (2) research 
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on the impact of participation in social life and the 

quality of interpersonal relations, (3) research on the  

quality of life among groups receiving social care 

(e.g. the elderly, disabled), (4) comparative national 

studies (e.g., comparisons between more developed 

and less developed regions of a given country), and 

(5) international comparative studies. 

In the following years, an interest in quality of life in 

sociology grew significantly. It has become an inter-

disciplinary subject, supported by two major interna-

tional associations, one numbering nearly 900 mem-

bers, three peer-reviewed journals, four newsletters, 

three annual meetings, and numerous publications 

(just to mention, 15 volumes from one publisher). 

Although sociologists have not produced a large 

amount of research in the name of QOL, they have 

significantly contributed to understanding social sys-

tem effects upon elements of the quality of life, such 

as social structure, crime, education, inequality, etc. 

Thus, sociologists have identified important changes 

in social structure that have influenced quality of life 

(Ferriss, 2004). 

As a fairly new interdisciplinary field of inquiry, the 

quality of life research has benefited greatly from a 

cooperation with the discipline of sociology. Socio-

logical research in this area consists of five overlap-

ping traditions, namely 1) social indicators research, 

2) happiness studies, 3) gerontology of successful 

ageing, 4) psychology of well-being, and 5) health 

related quality-of-life research. The efforts of sociol-

ogists are particularly prominent in the first two of 

these traditions (Veenhoven, 2007). Quality of life is 

also a major issue in subdisciplines of sociology: so-

ciology of work and sociology of the family.  

In subsequent years, sociologists made a significant 

contribution to research on quality of life, mainly on 

indicators of quality of life and happiness studies. In 

terms of methodological paradigms, the quantitative 

approach was prevalent, while there were slightly 

fewer qualitative analyses. The field of inquiry was 

expanded, for example, a new trend had developed 

that focused on circumstances that reduced the qual-

ity of life. Multivariate statistical models (mainly re-

gression models) are increasingly used to determine 

the hierarchy of impact of different variables and to 

predict the level of quality of life based on key pre-

dictors (Bartram, 2012). 

 

Poverty 

 

Sustainable development can only be achieved if 

poverty is put to an end. The outcome document of 

Rio + 20 The Future We Want states that poverty 

eradication is the greatest global challenge facing the 

world today and an indispensable requirement for 

sustainable development. Combining poverty eradi-

cation with sustainable development, the conference 

points out that people are at the centre of sustainable 

development and new challenges must be addressed 

through inclusive economic growth, reducing ine-

qualities and sustainable use of resources (UN, 

2012). 

The Report of the Open Working Group on Sustain-

able Development Goals at the 68th session of the 

UN General Assembly, which took place in July 

2014, sets out 17 sustainable development goals and 

169 specific targets. The first of them is to end pov-

erty in all its forms everywhere (UN, 2014a).  

In December of the same year, in his synthesis report 

on the Post-2015 Sustainable Development Agenda, 

entitled The Road to Dignity by 2030: Ending Pov-

erty, Transforming All Lives and Protecting the 

Planet, the UN Secretary-General emphasised that 

the future sustainable development should be based 

on rights and take people and the environment as 

core (UN, 2014b). The report also proposed an inte-

grated set of six essential elements: dignity, people, 

prosperity, our planet, justice and partnership, to fa-

cilitate the construction and improvement of the De-

velopment Agenda after 2015 (Liu et al., 2015). 

The goals included in the Millennium Development 

Goals constituted an important step towards the 

eradication of poverty in the world. These were, 

among others: eradication of extreme poverty and 

hunger by halving the proportion of people with in-

come of less than USD 1 per day, achieving univer-

sal primary education, and halving the proportion of 

people who have no access to clean drinking water. 

However, the Millennium Development Goals were 

not achieved by the set deadline. Consequently, a 

modified action plan was adopted, which still recog-

nised halving the number of people living in extreme 

poverty (on 1 or less dollar per day) and halving the 

number of people without access to drinking water 

and sanitation facilities, as the most urgent goals 

(United Nations, 2015). 

Sociologists have long been concerned with the 

problems of poverty. This topic has been rooted in 

the history of this scientific discipline. Marx and En-

gels pointed to a clear division between the impov-

erished working class who had nothing to sell apart 

from their labour power and the capitalists who as 

the owners of the means of production, were able to 

use this labour power for their own profit. Max We-

ber claimed that it was not only economic factors 

that created and maintained inequalities, but also that 

such inequalities were perpetuated by power, status 

and prestige. Emile Durkheim stressed that social in-

equalities were necessary for the welfare of society 

(Shildrick, Rucell, 2015). The repercussions of these 

early theoretical ideas can be observed in sociologi-

cal thought to this day – to a greater or lesser extent. 

Sociologists, however, have been more interested in 

explaining poverty than in measuring it, though al-

most all of them believe that poverty statistics are 

meaningful social indicators of basic needs. Socio-

logical interests in poverty centre around the ideas of 

the culture of poverty and the effects of place on 

poverty. Roles of culture, local community, power, 
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social structure, and other factors largely out of con-

trol of the individual are the main forces which soci-

ologists use to explain poverty (Smeeding, 2002). 

For example, neighbourhood exerts a strong influ-

ence on the concentration of and inheriting poverty 

in ghettos of large cities, and thus negatively affects 

future life chances and long-run deprivation. In this 

context, we talk about neglected population of so-

cially excluded people. Sociologists are also inter-

ested in how poverty is correlated with gender and 

household structure (initiation and intergenerational 

transmission of poverty in single-parent families). In 

general, sociologists are critical of the economist’s 

perspective of free choice models whereby individu-

als control their own destiny and are therefore the 

cause of their own poverty (Smeeding, 2002).  

In recent years, some have argued that social class 

divisions have become more complex and fuzzy and 

less significant for lifestyles and life experiences. It 

has been suggested that mechanisms for identity for-

mation have changed, going beyond traditional class 

divisions and becoming more reflective of individual 

choice than they were in the past. It is argued that 

individuals now have greater control over their own 

destinies, and thus poverty is less a question of being 

born into a poor or rich family, of fate, and more of 

a question of choice. Consumption practices (what 

people buy) are often believed to be a key mecha-

nism by which people can demonstrate their individ-

uality and create their own individual identities. 

What is ignored, however, is the fact that consump-

tion has also become an increasingly important ele-

ment of social divisions: the poor find it difficult to 

partake in expected consumption behaviours, and 

their consumption patterns are different from those 

of people free from poverty. This is not a question of 

choice but of necessity. Moreover, the spending pat-

terns of those in the greatest poverty often lead to 

stigmatisation by society. Consumption may seem to 

be an opportunity to build a lifestyle and identity that 

reflects individual preferences and choices, but it 

may also reinforce social class divisions. This mech-

anism not only launched the process of labelling, but 

also was a driver of shame associated with poverty 

(Shildrick, Rucell, 2015).  

Although stigmatisation has long been the subject of 

inquiry into poverty, it has received more attention 

now, especially when there are premises leading to 

believe that people experiencing poverty reinforce 

stigmatisation themselves, by accepting stereotypes 

about the poor, and trying to dissociate from the poor 

(Shildrick, MacDonald, 2013). 

In contemporary sociology, there are also other con-

cepts explaining the origin and, to some extent, the 

persistence of poverty: (1) Culture of poverty. This 

concept assumes that the poorest strata of society es-

tablish an isolated and self-reproducing subculture. 

Culture plays an important role here, introducing a 

specific lifestyle and consolidating it in subsequent 

generations. The culture of poverty can appear in any 

historical situation, but it develops mainly in socie-

ties with, among others, high unemployment rates 

and low employment rates of unskilled people, low 

salaries, and where wealth, promotion and economic 

development are important. This subculture can sur-

vive as long as it is able to establish self-invigorating 

mechanisms. They are based on the attitudes, aspira-

tions and personality of the children raised in subcul-

tural circumstances. That is why the improvement of 

economic conditions does not necessarily lead to the 

elimination of the culture of poverty, which has its 

source elsewhere. It is said that it is easier to put an 

end to poverty than to the culture of poverty 

(Czibere, 2014); (2) Underclass. The term under-

class was coined to describe those individuals and 

families who found themselves in extreme living 

conditions and on the margins of society. This term 

is used mainly to refer to the poor living in the ghet-

tos of large cities. These ghettos are inhabited by 

people living on social allowances permanently or 

almost exclusively. Most often these are the unem-

ployed young (mainly unemployed males) who do 

not attend or are excluded from school and no longer 

search for a job. This group also includes single and 

unemployed mothers who are addicted to alcohol or 

drugs, as well as gangs, individual criminals and 

homeless people (Schmitter Heisler, 1991); (3) So-

cial exclusion. Since late 1970s, the term exclusion 

has become increasingly popular and it has been 

used to define a modern form of poverty (later the 

context of the term was modified and expanded). Ex-

clusion is often understood as a lack of participation 

in major areas of social life (Redmond, 2014); (4) 

Life cycle. It has been pointed out that vulnerability 

to poverty is related to an individual’s and in partic-

ular to family’s life cycle stage. Most susceptible to 

poverty are families in the childbearing stage (in-

creased expenses) and in the stage of empty nest 

when adult children (who for some time contributed 

to the family budget) leave the family home (Tuttle, 

1989). 

Sociology is somewhat unique in bringing the con-

cept of inequality to the forefront (poverty should be 

regarded as the most striking form of inequality). 

The problem of inequality has always been a key fo-

cus for sociologists – what is more, a focus on ine-

quality reaches to the core of sociology, as this is a 

major concern in the writings of sociology classics 

such as Karl Marx, Max Weber, and Emil Durkheim. 

Inequalities can be economic, political, institutional, 

racial, gender, and national – all of which are im-

portant for understanding how social systems work 

for the benefit of some groups and to the disad-

vantage of others. However, classical sociology that 

focuses only on interpersonal inequalities lacks a 

broader perspective. At this point, we should return 

to environmental sociology discussed above and its 

promise is to expand our understanding of the world 

taking into account not only the often tense and vio-

lent relationships among humans, but also between 
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people and ecosystems, and animal species (Pellow, 

Brehm, 2013). 

 

Ultimately, it is necessary to first establish the 

breadth and depth of this social phenomenon before 

it can be meaningfully analysed and its ultimate 

causes and remedies can be explored. Therefore, it is 

crucial to search for more accurate measures of pov-

erty employed by sociologists and other social scien-

tists in a national and broader perspective – compar-

isons across nations (Smeeding, 2002).  

 

Concluding remarks 

 

Based on a review of the literature (in particular, re-

search literature) on sustainable development and so-

ciology relating to environmental sociology, quality 

of life and poverty, I would like to make a few re-

marks from an interdisciplinary perspective. My im-

pression is that interdisciplinarity in these three areas 

is more of a postulate and an unexplored possibility, 

than the reality. Let us take a closer look. Environ-

mental sociology is a fully grown and largely insti-

tutionalised subdiscipline of sociology that employs 

the language and methodology of sociology. Re-

search on the quality of life is a large and fragmented 

area that constitutes part of various social sciences, 

health sciences, etc. There is a significant body of 

research on this issue in sociology. The situation is 

similar when it comes to research on poverty alt-

hough the number of disciplines that are concerned 

with this social problem, is much smaller.  

Environmental sociology has much in common with 

sustainable development, but these are primarily 

common subjects of interest. The results of environ-

mental sociology studies are crucial for sustainable 

development, but in my opinion, environmental so-

ciology is multidisciplinary and not interdisciplinary 

(it can be argued how much quasi-multidisciplinary 

it is). Similarly, sociology has its unquestionable 

achievements in the research on quality of life and 

poverty. However, I have not been able to identify 

studies that would develop a research model com-

mon to sociology and sustainable development, or 

studies that would combine and modify the method-

ologies and assumptions of sociology to make them 

better suited to current needs and to develop new 

tools.  

On the basis of these observations (selective and in-

complete as they must be), the hypothesis can be for-

mulated that sociology and sustainable development 

share many interesting areas of inquiry that have the 

potential for interdisciplinary research, but so far co-

operation between these two disciplines has stopped 

at the stage of potential interdisciplinarity.  
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