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Abstract

Cities play a vital role in creating wealth and ensuring the well-being of all their inhabi-
tants. However, major international efforts aimed at fostering fairer, healthier, and a more
sustainable world have been compromised by the widespread effects of the COVID-19
pandemic. The objective of this research is to determine key priorities for addressing the
pandemic’s impact in both the present and in a future urban context. Therefore, this study
applies the Delphi method to a panel of 24 experts in order to identify the most and least
important targets from Sustainable Development Goal 11 for post-COVID-19 sustainable
urban planning in Cuenca, Ecuador. Out of the twelve targets, only five were prioritized,
including “Target 11.1 Affordable housing”, Target 11.3 Sustainable Urbanization”, “Target
11.9 Implement policies for inclusion and property rights”, and “Target 6.3 Improve water
quality”. These findings can serve as a foundation for future public policies and strategies
for sustainable urban planning of the city.

Keywords: urban sustainability; sustainable development goal 11; sustainable cities;
COVID-19; post-pandemic; Delphi method

1. Introduction
Cities have always been attractive places for people to live, due to the continuous

development of social and technological novelties [1]. This has been, in the past, due to
strong processes of urbanization of territories worldwide in order to accommodate large
human populations. Overall, 56% of the world’s population currently lives in cities [2], and
this is expected to increase to 68% by 2050 [3]. These urbanization processes comprise 75%
of global resource consumption and 70% of greenhouse gas emissions [4–6]. With regard
to this problem, in 2015, the United Nations General Assembly proposed 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), each with a set of targets, to be achieved by 2030 [7], as
guidelines for a more sustainable future for all [8]. According to the United Nations, on
one hand, the SDGs target the root causes of poverty and promise to leave no one behind,
especially the most vulnerable. On the other hand, they promote a more sustainable planet
by addressing climate change and environmental protection [9]. To achieve these objectives
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in urban areas, Sustainable Development Goal 11 (SDG-11) has been proposed, which aims
to build more equitable, resilient and sustainable cities [10].

These major international efforts for a fairer and more sustainable world have been
compromised by the large chain of impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on people world-
wide [11–14]. The impact has been more severe in countries that already had a welfare
deficit [15], and there has been a widening of the poverty gap between nations. In de-
veloping countries, research on the impact of the pandemic on the SDGs has found that
the development of critical socio-economic issues such as education, infrastructure, and
employment, has deteriorated, and could lead to greater poverty through increased un-
employment rates and difficulties in making payments [16,17]. This is true in the case of
Ecuador, where the COVID-19 health emergency reduced the economy by 7.8% [18], caus-
ing 46.9% of the population to live below the poverty line [19]. In major cities in Ecuador,
like Cuenca, this has led to an increase in the following: cost of living, unemployment rate,
income inequality, saturation of public services, lack of affordable housing, deteriorating
public safety, health conditions, and other socio-economic problems that further aggravate
urban poverty and community well-being [20,21].

UN-Habitat has published the “Response Plan to mitigate COVID-19 based exter-
nalities for the cities of the world”, in order to provide a solution to the aforementioned
problem. The plan establishes actions regarding the provision of information which are
fundamental for decision-making in cities. Academics have contributed to this plan by
studying the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, especially in isolated and specific subjects
such as the following: energy [22], environmental pollution [23], disposal management [24],
climate change [25], food industry [26], and others. It has not been possible to carry out
comprehensive analyses of the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on global urban sus-
tainability, which has fragmented the literature and left a gap in scientific knowledge on
the subject [21]. Hence, it is fundamentally important to present new studies about urban
sustainability in order to overcome the effects of the pandemic, as stated by Sharifi and
Khavarian-Garmsir [27], who raised the need for new urban planning that considers and
proposes solutions to the urgent urban problems arising from the pandemic and, at the
same time, generates new opportunities for a transition towards post-COVID-19 urban
sustainability, in which the Sustainable Development Goals can be achieved [21,28].

2. Literature Review
2.1. Sustainable Development Goal 11

The importance of urban areas in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals SDGs
is reflected in SDG-11 of the United Nations 2030 Agenda, which highlights the need for
cities and human settlements to be inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable. SDG 11 seeks to
integrate environmental resilience, social equity, and economic viability through 12 specific
targets, which require continuous monitoring and coordinated actions to advance urban
sustainability [10]. This concept goes beyond ecological considerations and is understood
as the capacity of a community to maintain and enhance the provision of resources, services,
and opportunities for both present and future residents [29].

The topic of sustainable urban development has been the focus of extensive research,
as local governments can implement more agile and innovative administrative structures
and policies than national governments. This enables them to learn and design tailored
policies to address local challenges and advance towards SDG compliance [30,31]. However,
the SDGs are designed to be applied at a global scale, which presents challenges for their
implementation at local level, given the existing diversity of urban agendas across cities
worldwide. These agendas typically prioritize issues such as housing, transportation, urban
expansion, water use, energy, climate change, and related topics [32].
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In this context, several studies have demonstrated the limitations of implementing
the SDGs at the urban scale. This underscores the need for comprehensive research to
develop strategies that adapt SDG 11 to the specific context of each city [33]. Furthermore,
the convergence of multiple crises, including the COVID-19 pandemic, has significantly
undermined progress towards achieving the SDGs and introduced new challenges that
must be addressed to accelerate SDG 11 advancement [34].

2.2. Challenges of COVID-19 in Cities

The SARS-CoV-2 virus—later named COVID-19—spread rapidly after its emergence,
eventually developing into a global pandemic. In the following months, numerous gov-
ernments implemented home confinement measures and restrictions on the use of public
spaces [35]. The pandemic exposed the vulnerabilities of urban systems, raising debates
about the priorities of urban planning regarding population density, housing, urban sprawl,
public transportation, and public space, among others. This prompted a re-evaluation of
the effectiveness of conventional urban models [17,36,37] and encouraged initiatives aimed
at urban transforming cities towards more sustainable development [21,28,38].

In the post-pandemic era, urban areas faced significant challenges related to climate
change, poverty, and political instability, all of which threaten progress towards achieving
the SDGs by 2030 [39,40]. Therefore, as the World Health Organization [41] has declared
the end of the pandemic, it is crucial to reassess development policies and urban planning
principles to establish more sustainable cities [36].

2.3. Research on the Impacts of COVID-19 in Urban Environments

Studies examining the impacts of COVID-19 on urban environments have shown
that vulnerable populations are disproportionately affected. This underscores the need to
incorporate these groups into local planning contexts. For instance, Escorcia Hernández,
Torabi Moghadam, Sharifi and Lombardi [17] conducted a systematic bibliometric review
that identified key issues influenced by the pandemic for urban sustainability. These
included resilient urban planning, sustainable mobility, healthy urban environments, social
equity, and circular economy. The authors suggest that future research should explore
post-pandemic resilience within the broader dimensions of urban sustainability.

Sharifi and Khavarian-Garmsir [27], through a literature review on the relationship
between COVID-19 and cities, analyzed its effects on urban environments. Their findings
highlighted critical themes for urban planning and design in a post-pandemic context,
with environmental quality—particularly air quality, meteorological parameters, and water
quality—emerging as the main concern. Other areas, including socioeconomic conditions,
governance, transit, and urban design, were considered less central. The authors emphasize
that impacts vary significantly across cities, calling for context-specific approaches to ensure
effective strategies for sustainable urban planning.

Finally, Bandarin et al. [42] investigated the links between economy and territory,
questioning whether COVID-19 represents a temporary setback or a transformative shift
in globalization trends. Using a Delphi survey conducted in 20 cities, they found that
the pandemic exacerbated pre-existing problems, highlighting the need for local solutions
framed within global strategies to harness positive externalities. The study advocates
a bottom-up approach, where local stakeholders play a central role in identifying and
quantifying challenges, while planning serves as a guide toward sustainable development.

3. Purpose of the Study
To mitigate the impacts of the pandemic, UN-Habitat [43] has urged cities worldwide

to design actions that address both priority and emerging needs. However, urban envi-
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ronments are inherently diverse and heterogeneous, encompassing distinct administrative
areas, infrastructure networks, and socioeconomic dynamics [44,45]. Therefore, advancing
urban sustainability requires the establishment of context-specific targets that respond to
the particular challenges of each city [46–48].

Such an approach fosters a deeper understanding of urban complexities and offers an
opportunity to strengthen decision-making process while improving the communication of
sustainability conditions to diverse stakeholders. It also enables the prioritization of inter-
ventions in areas where they are most urgently needed [49]. In the case of Cuenca, Ecuador,
a critical question arises: What are the key objectives for achieving urban sustainability,
taking SDG 11 targets as the foundation for a renewed planning agenda? [50]. This agenda
must be adapted to local needs and support the implementation of effective policies to
address the most pressing issues exacerbated by the pandemic [51].

In this context, the present research examines the 12 targets of SDG 11 to identify those
most relevant for mitigating the effects of COVID-19 and guiding the city of Cuenca toward
a more sustainable future. The study further ranks these targets, highlighting the most and
least critical priorities for achieving this goal.

Case Study

The city of Cuenca, Ecuador, was selected as a case study due to its distinctive char-
acteristics, which led to its designation as an Intermediate City by the United Nations.
This classification reflects a city with a strong social fabric, marked by direct interpersonal
relationships at both neighborhood and urban scales. In addition, Cuenca demonstrates a
balanced and sustainable governance system aligned with its population size [52].

According to the declaration document, Cuenca is recognized as one of the few cities
in Ecuador that exemplifies successful urban planning processes. Significant progress has
been achieved in infrastructure provision, essential services delivery, and the preservation
of cultural and architectural heritage [53]. As a result, the city is regarded as one of the
most attractive locations in Ecuador, drawing a considerable number of international
visitors. However, Cuenca also faces challenges associated with unplanned urban growth,
social exclusion, territorial fragmentation, and increasing pressure on vulnerable and
agro-productive land. These issues stem from rapid urban population growth and are
exacerbated by limited access to affordable housing, rising land prices, and the phenomenon
of peri-urbanization. Furthermore, these dynamics have been aggravated by the pandemic,
with increasingly evident repercussions in areas such as mobility, vehicle fleet expansion,
and deteriorating traffic conditions [54].

Cuenca is located at 2◦53′51′′ S and 79◦00′16′′ W, with an average altitude of
2550 m.a.s.l. (Figure 1). It is the third most populated city in Ecuador, with approximately
637,000 inhabitants [55]. By 2050, its population is projected to reach 901,499 [53].
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Figure 1. Location of Cuenca, Ecuador.

4. Materials and Methods
Current research on identifying and prioritizing aspects of urban sustainability sug-

gests that consensus can be achieved through the Delphi method [42,56,57]. The Delphi
method is a social research technique that gathers the formal opinions of a panel of experts
through an iterative process with feedback, enabling the collection of information in con-
texts characterized by subjectivity and high uncertainty [58,59]. Using this approach, the
present study aims to generate a convergent set of opinions and build a possible consensus
from a panel of local experts with expertise in urban sustainability.

4.1. Application of the Delphi Method

The study employed a structured framework divided into three main phases (Figure 2)
to assess the 12 targets of SDG 11, which promotes inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable
cities and human settlements. In line with the requirements of the Delphi method, the
process began with the development of a questionnaire and the selection of experts for
the panel [57,60]. Online questionnaires, written in Spanish, were prepared using Ques-
tionPro [61] and administered between March and April 2022 in two consultation rounds,
during which responses and feedback were collected [62]. After the second round, the
process was concluded. To minimize participant dropout, panel members were contacted
by telephone to emphasize the importance of the study findings and to encourage their
active participation in both rounds.
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Figure 2. Research methodological approach.

In the first round, a questionnaire was used to gather ratings and opinions on the
study’s topics of interest. In the second round, feedback was provided to the experts in a
controlled manner, as the research team analyzed the ratings and summarized the open
responses for re-evaluation. In each round, the tasks were clearly explained to the experts,
and a two-week period was given for responses. Throughout the consultations, participant
anonymity was maintained to prevent bias from reputation or the influence of dominant or
charismatic individuals [63]. After the final round, the results were presented, including the
level of consensus, the reasons for agreement or disagreement, and the relative importance
of the goals, following the statistical requirements of the Delphi method [60].

4.2. Questionnaire Development

The first-round questionnaire was developed based on the 12 targets of SDG 11,
with terminology adapted for clarity and contextual understanding (see Table 1) and
their potential contributions to addressing the impacts of the pandemic. Each target was
also classified according to the three pillars of sustainability (environmental, social, and
economic) and by theme (e.g., Affordable housing, sustainable transport, among others),
which facilitated their labeling. Based on this classification, the questionnaire included two
types of questions: (a) closed-ended questions using a rating scale for estimates, and (b)
open-ended questions allowing experts to provide reasons and arguments for their ratings.
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Table 1. The 12 targets of SDG 11 are classified by the three sustainability pillars.

Nr. Thematic Target
Sustainability Pillars

Environmental Social Economic

11.1 Affordable
housing.

Ensure secure housing with
essential services and
enhance outlying areas.

X X

11.2 Sustainable
transport.

Guarantee safe access to
public transportation for
everyone, particularly
addressing the needs of
vulnerable groups.

X X X

11.3 Sustainable
Urbanization.

Promote sustainable urban
development and
participatory governance in
Cuenca.

X X

11.4 Cultural and
natural heritage.

Strengthen the protection of
cultural and natural heritage
in the city of Cuenca.

X X

11.5 Natural
disasters.

Decrease the number of
fatalities, affected
populations, and economic
damages caused by disasters,
prioritizing the protection of
the most vulnerable.

X X

11.6 Environmental
impact of cities.

Reduce negative
environmental impact by
focusing on reducing air
pollution, municipal waste,
and other pollutants.

X

11.7
Universal access
to public and
green spaces.

Ensure universal access to
public and green spaces for
all citizens.

X X

11.8 Development
planning.

Foster links between urban,
peri-urban, and rural areas
through sustainable
planning practices.

X X X

11.9

Implement
policies for
inclusion and
disaster risk
reduction.

Adopt inclusive policies that
promote resource efficiency,
and disaster risk
management.

X X

11.a Sustainable
building.

Encourage the construction
of environmentally
sustainable buildings using
locally sourced materials.

X X

1.4

Equal access to
economic
resources,
services, and
property rights.

Guarantee that all
individuals, especially the
vulnerable, have access to
financial resources, essential
services, and different forms
of ownership.

X X
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Table 1. Cont.

Nr. Thematic Target
Sustainability Pillars

Environmental Social Economic

6.3 Improve water
quality.

Eliminate the discharge of
chemicals and hazardous
substances into water
sources and reduce the
production of untreated
wastewater by increasing
water recycling and reuse in
Cuenca.

X

The initial version of the questionnaire was pilot-tested with nine university academics
specializing in urban sustainability. Following the recommendations of Frewer, Fischer,
Wentholt, Marvin, Ooms, Coles and Rowe [59], the questionnaire was refined based on
expert feedback and suggestions.

In the first round, experts were first asked to rank the themed targets—presented
randomly—from most to least important, as a training exercise before completing the
questionnaire. They were then asked to rate the importance of each of the 12 targets on a
five-point Likert scale (not at all important, not very important, more or less important, quite
important and very important). Participants were also invited to justify their assessment
and to suggest additional urban sustainability issues relevant to the city. A model of the
questionnaire used in the first round is provided in Supplementary File S1.

For the second and final rounds, a questionnaire was developed with a different
configuration from the first. For each target, a summary of the first-round results was
presented, including the median rating, a summary of the experts’ arguments, and the
percentage distribution of responses across the Likert scale. Experts were then asked to
either ‘confirm or modify’ their previous rating for each of the 12 targets, with their initial
responses provided as a reference. This allowed participants to reassess their evaluations
with knowledge of the overall panel’s ratings and arguments. The questionnaire concluded
with a consultation in which experts assessed the quality of the Delphi survey application
(Supplementary File S1).

4.3. Selection of Experts

Experts were selected from a list of potential candidates generated through personal
contacts and publicly available institutions staff lists. An individual was considered an ex-
pert in urban sustainability in Cuenca if their professional activities were related to the field
and they had more than five years of experience [57], with priority given to those with over
ten years [63]. Given that the recommended range for heterogeneous groups is between
20 and 60 participants [64], 35 experts were initially selected. They represented academia
(universities, research institutes), governmental (city councils, municipalities, ministries)
and professional practice (urban planners, civil engineers, psychologists, anthropologists,
lawyers, sociologists, and biologists).

The research team sent an email inviting voluntary participation in the survey on SDG
11 goal prioritization. Those who chose not to participate simply did not respond. Of the 35
experts invited, 24 voluntarily agreed and completed both rounds of consultations. As the
study did not involve human subject interventions or clinical procedures, approval from a
bioethics committee was not required.

The final panel consisted of 24 experts: 38% from academia, 37% from the government,
and 25% from professional practice. In terms of gender distribution, the panel was nearly
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balanced (54.2% male and 45.8% female) (Figure 3). Response rates were 74.2% in the first
round and 92.2% in the second round, both above the 70% threshold recommended to
ensure the rigor of Delphi study [65].

25%

37%

38%

Independent

Public sector

Academic

46%

54%

Male

Female

b)a)

Figure 3. Characteristics of expert’s panel: (a) profession; (b) gender.

4.4. Criteria for Determining Consensus and Stability

For the quantitative analysis of the responses, descriptive statistics were applied to cal-
culate the mean (M), median (Mdn), standard deviation (SD) and interquartile range (IQR).
The median was selected as the most representative measure of the group’s central opinion,
as it is less influenced by extreme values that could distort the mean. IQR (Q3-Q1) was used
as a measure of group consensus, since it is commonly applied in Delphi studies [58,62].
This measure represents the 50% of the ratings that fall between the lower quartile (Q1)
and the upper quartile (Q3). For ranking questions based on the five-point Likert scale,
consensus was defined as IQR ≤ 1, while unanimity was reached when IQR = 0 [66,67].
In the first round, consensus was considered stable when IQR1 ≤ 1. In the second round,
stability was assessed using the relative interquartile range (RIQR), calculated as IQR
divided by the median value (RIQR = IQR/Mdn). A variation (RIQR1–RIQR2) of less than
0.5 was considered satisfactory stability [68], in addition to the evaluation of consensus
through the interquartile range.

For the qualitative analysis of expert justifications, all arguments were reviewed and
those corresponding to the median ratings were grouped into a separate subset [69]. Within
this subset of 170 arguments, a content analysis was performed to extract the central
statements most frequently expressed by the experts [70]. These statements were then
incorporated into the statistical results and provided as feedback to the experts in the
second round.

5. Results
5.1. Round 1

The results of the first round (Table 2) show that among the 12 targets assessed by
the experts, the highest-ranked reached a median score of 5 points (very important) on
the five-point Likert scale. These are as follows: 11.1 Affordable housing, 11.3 Sustainable
urbanization, and 11.9 Implement policies for inclusion and disaster risk reduction. The
analysis of expert justifications for these three targets highlighted the central importance of
housing, urban planning, and public policies during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Table 2. Round 1 result of the statistics and central statements for the 12 goals.

Thematic
Nr. Mdn M SD Q1 Q3 IQR = Q3 −

Q1

Consensus
IQR ≤ 1 Value

11.1

5 4.38 0.85 4 5 1 Acceptable Very
important

* Housing became the permanent shelter for the population, and access to basic services guaranteed sanitation and defense against
COVID-19; without these two factors, the most disadvantaged population suffered the worst part of the pandemic.

11.2

4 4.19 0.69 4 5 1 Acceptable Quite
important

* Adequate mobility and accessibility, facilitate social and economic development and exchange. The implementation of this target
could reduce environmental pollution as well as people’s well-being and health.

11.3

4.5 4.31 0.79 4 5 1 Acceptable Very
important

* Participatory planning and management are the starting point for overcoming any challenge that arises, as it will foresee and
propose the main guidelines and policies for the short and medium term in which the collective good is more important.

11.4

4 4.19 0.69 4 5 1 Acceptable Quite
important

* Care and preservation of cultural and natural heritage must be conducted permanently, but its strategies have a long-term impact,
whilst post-pandemic effects are not directly affected by said strategies.

11.5

4 4.19 0.69 4 5 1 Acceptable Quite
important

* We are in a city with a variety of hazards rising from the misuse and management of land, water and natural resources. Proper
management of these variables would reduce the associated risks.

11.6

4 3.73 0.92 3 4 1 Acceptable Quite
important

* The reduction in environmental impacts is directly related to the achievement of sustainable development and an appropriate
management plan.

11.7

4 4.12 0.77 4 5 1 Acceptable Quite
important

* Public spaces and green spaces that are accessible to all people, including the elderly and disabled, constitute a right and are
essential to help with the confinement and psychological effects of the pandemic.

11.8

4 4.08 0.69 4 4.75 0.75 Acceptable Quite
important

* The link between peri-urban and rural areas must be valued as a supplier to the city and overcome the logic of urban power over
rural areas.

11.9

5 4.65 0.56 4 5 1 Acceptable Very
important

* To overcome the impacts of the pandemic, clear policies and resilient plans are necessary; additionally, improvements in the
population can be promoted to adapt to this new environment.

11.a

3 3.34 0.98 3 4 1 Acceptable More or less
important

* The creation of sustainable buildings is not a priority. In the second phase, when the current crisis has been overcome, the
importance to this aspect can be given.

1.4

4 4.26 0.72 4 5 1 Acceptable Quite
important

* Social inequality is the most critical part of all urban planning, so strategies must be proposed to reduce inequality in terms of
access to employment, goods and services.

6.3

4 4.23 0.76 4 5 1 Acceptable Quite
important

* Water shortage, pollution and environmental impacts are the causes of other problems, so we must work on these aspects and not
only focus our efforts on mitigating or being resilient.

* Central statements that resulted from the content analysis of the justification arguments issued by the experts.

Conversely, the lowest-rated target, with an average score of 3 points (more or less
important), was 11.a Sustainable building. The level of consensus among experts across all
targets was high, classified as “acceptable” (IQR ≤ 1).
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Figure 4 presents the histograms of the highest-rated targets, showing both frequency
distributions and normal distribution curves, which confirm that the statistical values are
representative of each target.

Figure 4. Histograms of the highest-rated targets by experts in round 1.

5.2. Round 2

Based on the feedback from the first-round results, the modifications made by the
experts to the 12 targets confirmed the highest-rated priorities, all with a median score of 5
(very important) on the Likert scale. These were 11.1 Affordable housing, 11.3 Sustainable
urbanization, 11.9 Implement policies for inclusion, and disaster risk reduction, 1.4 Equal
access to economic resources, services, and property rights, and 6.3 Improve water quality.
Conversely, the lowest-rated target, with a median of 3 (more or less important), was 11.4
Cultural and natural heritage.

The statistical results, presented in Table 3, include both consensus and stability
calculations. Consensus values were ≤ 1, indicating acceptable agreement for all targets
except 11.6 Environmental impact of cities, which showed unacceptable consensus. Stability
values were < 0.5 for all 12 targets, demonstrating acceptable stability across the panel and
justifying the conclusion of the consultation rounds.

Table 3. Statistics results from round 2 for each target.

Thematic
Nr. Mdn M SD Q1 Q3 IQR = Q3 − Q1

Consensus
IQR ≤ 1 Value (RIQR1–RIQR2) Stability

11.1 5 4.63 0.71 4 5 1 Acceptable Very important −0.05 Acceptable

11.2 4 4.33 0.48 4 5 1 Acceptable Quite important 0.03 Acceptable

11.3 5 4.63 0.58 4 5 1 Acceptable Very important −0.05 Acceptable

11.4 3 3.42 1.02 3 4 1 Acceptable More or less
important 0.08 Acceptable

11.5 4 4.21 0.59 4 5 1 Acceptable Quite important 0.00 Acceptable

11.6 4 3.88 0.8 3 4.25 1.25 Unacceptable Quite important 0.06 Acceptable

11.7 4 4.21 0.59 4 5 1 Acceptable Quite important 0.06 Acceptable

11.8 4 4.20 0.59 4 5 1 Acceptable Quite important 0.05 Acceptable

11.9 5 4.75 0.53 5 5 0 Acceptable Very important −0.33 Acceptable

11.a 4 3.42 0.88 3 4 1 Acceptable Quite important 0.00 Acceptable

1.4 5 4.58 0.58 4 5 1 Acceptable Very important −0.05 Acceptable

6.3 5 4.63 0.65 4 5 1 Acceptable Very important 0.20 Acceptable

Figure 5 displays the histograms of the ratings, confirming that the frequency distribu-
tions are statistically significant.
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Figure 5. Histograms of the highest-rated targets by experts in round 2.

6. Discussion
This study was based on the premise that cities play a crucial role in generating

benefits and safeguarding the well-being of all citizens, particularly in the aftermath of
the COVID-19 crisis. In line with this premise and the study’s objectives, the most and
least important SDG 11 targets were identified to help address the effects of COVID-19
in both the present and post-pandemic future of Cuenca [42]. Among the 12 targets, the
expert panel considered five as highly significant (level 5 on the Likert scale), making them
fundamental for tackling the aforementioned challenges. These selected targets selected
are analyzed below.

Target 11.1 Affordable housing underscores the importance of adequate housing and
sanitation as primary defenses against the pandemic. Populations lacking these services
were disproportionately affected, highlighting access to decent housing as both essential for
individual well-being and a safeguard for families in post-pandemic cities in developing
countries [49].

The prioritization of target 11.3 Sustainable Urbanization emphasizes the critical
role of urban planning in establishing both short- and long-term pathways to mitigate
pandemic impacts [17]. The characteristics of the immediate environment directly influence
people’s well-being; thus, effective planning and governance provide mechanisms to align
the priorities of multiple stakeholders in pursuit of sustainable urban development [57].

Another highly valued priority is target 11.9 Implement policies for inclusion and
disaster risk reduction. This target stresses the need for cities to adapt to emerging
challenges by adopting resilient strategies that address both the causes and effects of
climate change. Achieving this requires reducing disaster risk and urban CO2 emissions
while promoting infrastructure strategies such as digitalization, energy transition, and the
integration of citizens’ needs in alignment with SDG-11 [42,56].

The experts also prioritized target 1.4 Equal access to economic resources, services,
and property rights. Social inequality is a critical challenge for development and must be
addressed by expanding access to decent employment, goods, and basic services. Access
to urban services that provide comfort and functionality contributes directly to citizens’
subjective well-being [57]. Moreover, ensuring that all individuals—particularly the poor
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and vulnerable—enjoy equal rights to economic resources and diverse forms of property
ownership is essential for the future of developing countries. A transition toward a green
economy focused on energy efficiency, water conservation, and the reduction in wage gaps,
alongside supporting for microfinance [9], will be pivotal in advancing progress toward
the SDGs.

Another key outcome was the selection of target 6.3 Improve water quality, based
on the recognition that water pollution generates a range of environmental, social, and
economic impacts that demand mitigate and resilience strategies. Improving water quality
thus provides direct health benefits for citizens while strengthening local sustainability.

From this analysis, it is evident that three targets are linked to the environmental
pillar, one to the economic pillar, and one to the social pillar of sustainability. This strong
emphasis on environmental dimensions of urban sustainability has also been reported in
similar studies [56]. Notably, all five targets were rated at the highest level of importance (5
on the Likert scale), despite addressing distinct issues. These findings highlight the persis-
tent ambiguity surrounding the definition of urban sustainability, a challenge previously
discussed by other authors [71].

The results of this study are also consistent with research conducted in other develop-
ing countries. In Malaysia, a study on well-being indicators for sustainable urban planning
identified “water quality” and “the right of citizens to access basic services” as priority
issues, with over 95% expert agreement-findings aligned with the present research [57].
Similarly, in India, Chopra, Singh, Gupta, Aggarwal, Gupta and Colace [9] highlighted that
key elements contributing to a green economy include energy efficiency, water harvesting,
support for microfinance, and reducing wage inequalities. In Colombia, a study on sustain-
ability indicators of residential areas in post-pandemic cities also emphasized, in line with
this research, the importance of protecting life from natural hazards such as floods, fires,
and landslides, as well as ensuring access to housing with basic services [17].

Consistency is also evident in two studies of broader international scope. The first
study, a survey conducted in 20 cities to define the post-pandemic outlook, concluded
that cities should act as key drivers of development focused on sustainability and social
inclusion. It further stressed that, alongside infrastructure policies such as digitalization
and energy transition, cities must take responsibility for integrated territorial policies that
address citizens’ needs in accordance with SDG-11 [42]. The second study, focused on
European cities, identified the most relevant components of urban sustainability as the
consumption of renewable energy, the reduction in social inequality, and the mitigation of
CO2 emissions contributing to climate change [56].

Examining the lowest-rates targets, only target 11.4 Cultural and natural heritage
was considered “more or less important” (level 3 on the Likert scale). This tendency may
be explained by the fact that heritage protection was not perceived as an urgent priority
during the most critical months of the pandemic. Nevertheless, this target should not
be overlooked, as social and cultural interaction is essential for cities, and its absence
exacerbates precariousness and inequality within the urban cultural economy [72]. More-
over, Cuenca’s designation as a World Heritage Site [73] and the recognition of its natural
areas as a Biosphere Reserve [74] provide further contextual justification for not neglecting
this target.

The expert panel also expressed disagreement regarding target 11.6 Environmental
impact of cities, likely due to the perception that environmental impacts diminished
during the pandemic and were therefore less pressing compared to social and economic
issues. However, studies demonstrate that while temporary environmental benefits were
achieved through the reduction of CO2-emitting production activities [75], the significant
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rise in plastic consumption—particularly packaging and protective masks—led to increased
plastic pollution in water bodies [76,77].

7. Conclusions
This study demonstrates that the Delphi method can effectively be used to define

priorities for operationalizing urban sustainability goals in the post-pandemic context
of Cuenca, Ecuador. Consistent with the research objectives, the results identified five
targets considered very important for addressing the impact of the pandemic, reflecting the
consensus of the expert panel. These findings reveal a stronger preference for targets related
to social issues, followed by environmental and, to a lesser extent, economic dimensions.

Overall, the results provide a foundation for the formulation of future public policies
and sustainable urban planning strategies in the city. Nevertheless, the targets that were
not prioritized in this study should not be disregarded, as neglecting certain sustainability
pillars may generate new challenges for Cuenca’s future development.

Future research should further investigate the 17 Sustainable Development Goals—
particularly SDG 11—in cities with varying levels of development and diverse local contexts,
in order to generate evidence that supports the prioritization of targets and indicators
aligned with the most pressing needs of each locality. Moreover, studies should focus on
the co-design and implementation of public policies aimed at addressing the long-term
urban impacts of COVID-19, some of which will persist in both the short and long term.
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