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Social Audit Dilated in the Context of 
Sustainability

projects depends on the utilisation of resources in a 
fair manner and participation of nation as a whole. 
Each and every Citizen will have to participate for a 
quicker and complete success. Unless and until this 
happens, ‘Sustainability’ of the Missions can be said 
to be doubtful. 

Same is the case in each and every project 
undertaken by the Government, NGO’s or any 
organisation in general. Sources and funds allotted, 
utilised and should be utilised differs vastly, which 
makes Social Audit an essential. Besides, utilisation 
of resources should be in a proper way, leading to 
better social, economic and environmental results. In 
a democratic country like India, each and every Plan, 

In a democratic country like India, each and every Plan, Policy and Programme has to be framed 
considering the public at large. The public is empowered with the RTI (Right to Information) & have 
to be made aware regarding utilisation of funds contributed by them towards the attainment of the 
targeted goals. Since more than 50% of the government budget goes towards welfare schemes, it is 
important to track how, and how much money is diverted away from the recipients. To keep pace 
or to boost the development even more, Social Audit is an unbeatable tool. To keep a check on the 
committee or organisation concerned with the projects, social audit is the only means . It would lead 
to credibility, confidence and trust with respect to projects, policies and programs. Corruption won’t 
threaten the economic growth. Leakage of funds from public programmes and misuse of shareholders' 
& stakeholders' resources can be ceased. A pollution free hygienic environment would persist in every 
town, village & even lanes. India would become ‘Clean India’ in real terms.
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Introduction
With the glance of the heading “Sustainability & 
Social Audit”, the first thing that came to mind, was 
the recent magnanimous projects undertaken by our 
Prime Minister Mr. Narendra Modi viz. ‘Clean Bharat 
Abhiyan’ & ‘Swach Ganga Mission’. Committees are 
formed, funds are allocated, but the success of the 
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Policy and Programme has to be framed considering 
the public at large. The public is empowered with 
the RTI (Right to Information) and  have to be made 
aware regarding utilisation of funds contributed 
by them towards the attainment of targeted goals. 
Section 4(1) (b) of the RTI Act lists the information 
that public authorities need to make public suo moto.

Public enterprises too share the same boat. They 
too are answerable to the stakeholders. Increased 
consumer awareness due to Media power & Social 
sites added with globalisation binds the companies 
to ensure that ‘the goods they sell are made in safe 
working conditions, at fair rates of pay & respecting 
the basic human rights of those involved in production.’

Thus, Social Audit is the need of the hour 
especially in our country, where the decisions are 
for the people, of the people and by the people. 
The pioneer of the concept of Social Audit, Charles 
Medawar had stated that ‘In a democracy, the decision 
makers should account for the use of their power & 
that their powers should be used as far as possible 
with the consent & understanding of all concerned.’ 

What is Social Audit
Social Audit is a tool with the help of which an 
organisation can plan, manage and measure 
non-financial activities. All the consequences, 
whether internal or external of all the activities, 
social, commercial or ethical undertaken by the 
organisation, can be monitored by performing social 
audit.

Anu Pekkonen and Manjunath Sadashiva, 
CIVICUS explains social audit in precise words, 
“Just as a financial audit verifies how money is being 
spent, a social audit verifies how program & services 
are being carried out, with the goal of making them 
better and more reflective of social, environmental, 
and community objectives. A social audit involves 
a systematic evaluation of public records and user 
feedback. It is intended to help users understand and 
assess the strength & weakness, success and failures 

of a programme or service, with an aim to make 
improvements. Social auditing is a way of increasing 
community participation, strengthening links with 
government and/or service providers, promoting 
transparency and public accountability, and instilling 
a sense of responsibility among all those involved”.

Sustainability in general
With the passing days, the term sustainability has 
become the essentiality of the existing scenario, 
as environment awareness is considered as an 
important factor. Within the organisational 
realm, sustainability is related to corporate social 
responsibility. If we go for a dictionary meaning of 
sustainability it is ‘to support’, ‘to maintain’, ‘to keep 
going’. To say precisely, sustainability is ‘the ability to 
continue a defined behaviour indefinitely.’

The Brundtland commission of United Nations 
has defined sustainable development as, ‘Sustainable 
development is development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own need’.

Development stands on the ‘three pillars of 
sustainability’, Economy, Society and Environment. 
These three pillars have to be balanced for the long 
run of any Government, NGO or Organisation. 
Success depends on smart and proper utilisation 
of resources for the benefit of the society without 
disturbing the environment. The relationship 
between these three pillars can be elaborated with 
this diagram: 

Development stands on the ‘three pillars of 
sustainability’, Economy, Society & Environment. 

These three pillars have to be balanced for the long 
run of any Government, NGO or Organisation. Success 

depends on smart & proper utilisation of resources 
for the benefit of society without disturbing 

environment
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All the three elements interlocked together 
results in sustainability. Any organisation, in order to 
experience sustainability, must consider the interest 
of society & non-disturbance in environment along 
with the economic benefit to be derived. The best 
sustainable strategy is to build the quality product 
causing no unnecessary harm to the society & use 
the business to inspire and implement solutions 
to the environmental crisis. Let’s elaborate each 
component of sustainability individually, which is 
essential to be considered by the social auditor to 
give a dilated report.

Social Sustainability
Social Sustainability refers to the working condition 
for the people connected in advancing of the 
organisation. It deals with nonmaterial issues that 
affect the individual/family, politics/government 
and society. According to Daniel Raphel, ‘human 
motivation is based on three values-quality of life, 
growth & equality’ Thus, for an organisation to be 
socially sustainable:
•	 Every	 individual	 should	 be	 given	 equal	 value,	

regardless of their external reference.
•	 Working	conditions	should	facilitate	cooperation	

& trust.
•	 The	plans	and	policies	should	lead	to	the	growth	

of the country.
•	 Community,	 religious	 &	 cultural	 interactions	

also leads to social sustainability 

Economic Sustainability
According to the business dictionary, Economic 
Sustainability refers to using various strategies for 
employing existing resources optimally so that a 
responsible and beneficial balance can be achieved 
over a longer term. Economic sustainability in 
an organisation is a must for the existence of the 
organisation. The organisation should maintain 
the motive with which it has been established, in 
addition to the fulfillment of the other objectives. 
Economic Sustainability for an organisation means:
•	 Capitalisation	of	resources	in	high	quality	design,	

new technologies and electronics may lead to 
economic sustainability of the country.

•	 Economics	values	things	in	monetary	terms.	So,	
it is essential for the organisation to form the 
economic precautionary principles.

•	 Every	plan	and	policy	framed	by	the	organisation	
should be after calculating the risk and  
uncertainties to the stakeholders concerned.

Environmental Sustainability
Herman Daly, the pioneer of ecological sustainability, 
defines environmental sustainability as, ‘the rates 
of renewable resource harvest, pollution creation, 
and non-renewable resource depletion that 
can be continued indefinitely.’ In simple words, 
environmental sustainability involves making 
decisions and taking actions that are in the interests 
of protecting the natural world, with particular 
emphasis on preserving the capability of the 
environment to support human life. The concept 
includes all natural resources from a tropical 
rainforest to a home garden in addition to oceans, 
fresh water systems, land & atmosphere.
•	 It	is	about	making	responsible	decisions	that	will	

reduce the negative impact of actions performed 
by the organisation on the environment.

•	 It	is	concerned	with	reducing	the	amount	of	waste	
produced or energy used by the organisation 
simultaneously with development.

•	 Polluting	the	environment,	damaging	rainforest	
or woodland, polluting oceans, rivers and lakes, 
damaging prime agricultural and cultivated 
land through the use of unsustainable farming 
practices, all these result in unsustainability 
in environment due to various organisational 
activities.

Linking Social Audit with Sustainability
Social auditing is the process of assessing and 
reporting a business’s performance on fulfilling the 
economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic social 
responsibilities expected of it by its stakeholders. 
Considering all the three pillars of sustainability, a 
social audit of an organisation has to be undertaken 
on a wide scale, after looking into all the three 
components of sustainability on an equal basis. 

The four broad objectives set out by the UK 
government for measuring sustainable development 
can be considered as perfect parameters while 
conducting social audit:
1. The maintenance of high and stable levels of 

economic growth and employment.
2. Social progress which meets the needs of every one.

In simple words, environmental sustainability 
involves making decisions and taking actions 

that are in the interests of protecting the natural 
world, with particular emphasis on preserving the 

capability of the environment to support human life
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3. Effective protection of the environment.
4. Prudent use of natural resources.

The above four objectives can be used as guidelines 
to check future sustainability while comporting 
social audit of an organisation. After going through 
all the four objectives thoroughly, the factors leading 
to sustainability as a whole, regardless of the types of 
products or services with which the organisation is 
involved, can be summed up as:
1. The activities undertaken by the organisation 

should not lead to pollution,
2. No project undertaken by the organisation 

should have a negative impact on the health, 
wealth & life of the people concerned,

3. Should use the resources that can be reutilised 
or depleted in a proper way without affecting the 
environment,

4. Prioritise environment, Social exclusion, human 
rights etc. in the long run, instead of short term 
profit,

5. Use recycled stationery other recycled 
consumables wherever possible,

6. Using eco-friendly cleaning materials and 
building supplies,

7. Wherever possible, buying supplies that use 
minimum amount of packaging,

8. Encouraging people a to car share when travelling 
to work, attending meetings, and so on,

9. Actively promoting inclusiveness in every aspect 
of your business.

Social Audit in India
The success of the projects undertaken by the country  
at large, should also be measured in terms of 
sustainability which can be figured by conducting 
social audit. It was said by our former Prime Minister 
Mr. Rajiv Gandhi that only 16 paise out of a Rupee 
sanctioned by the government reached the poor. An 
article read as: ‘It is not uncommon for dead people 
to get paid in India. But it’s not the family members 
of the deceased who benefits, it's the middlemen 
or public servants who cheat the state subsidiary  
system or swindle wages by fabricating names on the 
payroll.’ It affects most welfare schemes. Since more 

than 50% of the government budget goes towards 
welfare schemes, it is important to track how, and 
how much money is diverted away from recipients. 
Funds meant for development do not reach their 
destination & are siphoned off in between. As such, 
Social Audit can plug the leaks in public expenditure 
& play as a grievance redressing mechanism. For 
this, Good Governance in the country is a must. 
The Government should ensure participation and 
efficiency, but most importantly, it should ensure 
accountability. Accountability certified on hard 
copy by a social auditor would play a crucial role in 
developing India. 

To keep the pace or to boost the development 
even more, Social Audit is an unbeatable tool. To 
keep a check on the committee or organisation 
concerned with the projects, social audit is the only 
means. It would lead to credibility, confidence and 
trust with respect to projects, policies and programs. 
Corruption won’t threaten the economic growth. 
Leakage of funds from public programs and misuse 
of shareholders' and stakeholders' resources can 
be ceased. A pollution free hygienic environment 
would persist in every town, village & even lanes. 
India would become ‘Clean India’ in real terms. 

Conclusion
The increase in GDP in the last quarter clearly 
indicates the growth which India is experiencing 
in the recent years. Within 5 to 6 months of  
the new government, India has experienced the boost 
in technological innovation (Successful landing 
on Mars), economic advancement (Growing GDP 
& fall in petrol & diesel prices), and environment  
awareness (Clean Bharat Abhiyan & Swach Ganga 
Mission) and so on, clearly indicating ‘Future is 
India’. But for this to continue, social audit has 
to be conducted so that a positive impact can be 
demonstrated and sustainable development can be 
experienced on both organisational and country 
level and the gap between what people need and 
what they get can be matched and essential steps can 
be taken to bridge the gap. 

Funds meant for development do not reach their 
destination & are siphoned off in between. As such 

Social Audit can plug the leaks in public expenditure 
& play as a grievance redressing mechanism. For 

this, Good Governance in the country is a must

Social auditing is the process of assessing and 
reporting a business’s performance on fulfilling the 

economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic social 
responsibilities expected of it by its stakeholders
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