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Abstract 

 

This cover essay consists of two separate yet connected parts. The first is about 

studying a moment when the negative environmental impact of the built environment 

can be reduced. This moment is one of many in a theory about processes of change 

called “formative moments”. If the situation during such a moment is favourable, i.e. if 

the stakeholders involved possess knowledge and possibility, it becomes a Situation of 

Opportunity, for reducing negative environmental impacts. In the thesis the 

maintenance of multi- family residential areas, here called a Small Neighbourhoods, is 

studied as a series of Situations of Opportunity. Thus, the research question for this part 

of the thesis was: Which measures could be taken for reducing the negative 

environmental impacts when maintenance is carried out, and when is it favourable to 

take them? Besides this it was also asked if a maintenance-based environmental 

practice might open up for a dialogue between residents and managers about 

environmental measures and changed habits.  

 

To be able to answer these questions and for exploring the prerequisites for carrying out 

a long-term environmental practice in a Small Neighbourhood, two case studies were 

carried out. The first was the rental area Idö-Våldö in Stockholm, managed by the 

association Stockholms Kooperativa Bostadsförening (SKB), and the second was 

Järven, a housing cooperative in Malmö that cooperates with the management 

organisation HSB Malmö. I developed long-term maintenance-based environmental 

strategies for these two areas. Material for the strategies was collected through literature 

studies and case study methodology. The environmental strategies were evaluated by 

residents and managers of the cases. The results indicated that maintenance, at least in 

principle, creates many possibilities for reducing negative environmental impacts and 

that these to some extent also can be used for a dialogue between residents and 

managers. In the cases studied, this dialogue did however seem to be limited mainly to 

the elderly residents that to a higher extent participated at consultation meetings, read 

information sheets from the manager and participated in neighbourhood activities.   

 

Also the prerequisites for using maintenance in practice were limited by the economical 

and organisational prerequisites of the cases. For the management unit Idö-Våldö a 
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commitment by the manager, SKB and the maintenance plan, as well as economical 

prerequisites for environmental practice at the level of the Small Neighbourhood were 

missing. The housing cooperative Järven, however, had a detailed maintenance plan as 

well as administrative and economical prerequisites for an environmental practice at 

this level. With a more committed manager than HSB Malmö was during the study, 

maintenance based environmental practice could be further developed and realised in 

other housing cooperatives belonging to HSB Malmö.  

 

The second part of the cover essay, “Using Research as a Tool for Change” is about 

research methodology. The reason for this is that besides the aims mentioned, an 

ambition with the study of Idö-Våldö and Järven was that it should be carried out in 

collaboration with managers and residents and that they should continue the 

environmental practice. However, both in Idö-Våldö and in Järven the element of 

collaboration became smaller than expected and in neither of the cases the 

environmental practice continued. This was partly due to external factors, but another 

research strategy might have increased the participation. Thus, in PART II of the cover 

essay a methodology for action-oriented environmental research is developed, “Action 

Research for Environmentally Sustainable Housing” (ARESH).  This was based on 

reflections on the experiences from the Idö-Våldö and Järven and a literature study on 

action research, environmental research, sustainability science and theory of science.  

 

The results indicated several potential conflicts in ARESH as well as in action research. 

To what extent should practitioners and researchers collaborate, for instance? Should 

the research participants be involved in the process of for instance data collection? 

Should the researcher try to convince the participants about the advantages with some 

environmental measures or should she/he just listen to opinions of the participants? The 

researcher has to judge if the study should be led by participants or by researchers, if it 

should be more oriented towards theory than practice. If the study aims at involving the 

participants, action research can contribute with inspiration and methods. However, a 

conclusion of this thesis is that a research methodology for such research needs to be 

further discussed and also further explored in practice.  
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Summary in Swedish 

 

Denna kappa består av två separata, men sammanlänkade delar. Den första delen 

handlar om att studera ett tillfälle när bebyggelsens negativa miljöpåverkan skulle 

kunna minskas. Detta tillfälle är ett av flera som i teori om förändringsprocesser 

benämns som ”nyckelsituationer”. Om situationen vid ett sådant tillfälle är gynnsam, 

det vill säga om aktörerna har kunskap och möjlighet finns det ett ”möjlighetsutrymme” 

för att införa miljöåtgärder.  I denna avhandling har underhållet av ett 

flerfamiljsbostadsområde, här kallat ett litet grannskap, studerats som en serie av 

”nyckelsituationer”. Forskningsfrågan för den fallstudie som ligger till grund för denna 

del av avhandlingen har därmed varit: Vilka åtgärder kan vidtas för att minska ett litet 

grannskaps negativa miljöpåverkan vid underhåll och när är det lämpligt att vidta 

sådana åtgärder?  Utöver detta ställdes också frågan: Kan införande av 

underhållsåtgärder samt miljöåtgärder öppna upp för en dialog mellan förvaltare och 

boende om miljöarbete och förändrade vanor? 

 

För att få svar på dessa frågor och för att utforska förutsättningarna för att bedriva 

långsiktigt miljöarbete i det lilla grannskapet genomfördes två fallstudier; av kvarteren 

Idö-Våldö förvaltade av Stockholms Kooperativa Bostadsförening (SKB) och av HSB-

bostadsrättsföreningen Järven i Malmö. I dessa studier utarbetade jag långsiktiga 

miljöstrategier baserade på planerat underhåll för områdena. Material till strategierna 

samlades in genom litteraturstudier och med fallstudiemetodik. Miljöstrategierna 

utvärderades av förvaltare och boende. Resultatet visar att underhållet, åtminstone i 

princip, skapar många möjligheter till att minska den negativa miljöpåverkan och att 

dessa i viss mån kan användas för att skapa en dialog mellan förvaltare och boende. 

Förutsättningarna för en sådan dialog var dock i det studerade fallen begränsade till 

vissa grupper av boende, främst äldre som i högre utsträckning deltar på samrådsmöten, 

läser informationsblad och deltar vid grannskapsaktiviteter.  

 

Även förutsättningarna för att i praktiken utnyttja underhållet för miljöarbete 

begränsades av fallens ekonomiska och organisatoriska förutsättningar. I 

förvaltningsenheten Idö-Våldö saknades utöver engagemang hos förvaltaren också 

underhållsplan och ekonomiska förutsättningar för miljöarbete på nivån av det lilla 



 6 

grannskapet. Bostadsrättsföreningen Järven hade en detaljerad underhållsplan och 

eftersom bostadsrättsföreningen är en organisatorisk enhet fanns både administrativa 

och ekonomiska förutsättningar för denna typ av miljöarbete.  Med en mer engagerad 

förvaltare än vad HSB Malmö vid detta tillfälle var skulle ett sådant miljöarbete kunna 

utvecklas och förverkligas i flera bostadsrättsföreningar som är medlemmar I HSB 

Malmö.  

 

Den andra delen av kappan handlar om forskning som ett verktyg för förändring. 

Orsaken till detta är att en intention med studien var att den skulle vara en process av 

ömsesidigt lärande där både boende, förvaltare och forskare lär sig. Ambitionen var att 

utveckla miljöststrategierna i samarbete med förvaltare och boende och att miljöarbetet 

skulle drivas vidare av dessa. Samarbetet blev dock mindre omfattande än väntat, 

förvaltare/boende i de studerade fallen fortsatte inte heller med det föreslagna 

miljöarbetet efteråt. Det berodde till stor del på externa omständigheter såsom 

omorganisationer och utbyte av miljöansvariga i både SKB och HSB Malmö, men till 

viss del också på att kunskap om hur man bedriver den här typen av forskning var 

begränsad. Med mer kunskap om deltagar- och aktionsorienterad forskning skulle 

deltagarnas medverkan eventuellt kunna ha ökats. Syftet med del II i kappan är därför 

att utveckla en metodik för aktionsinriktad forskning fö r miljömässigt uthållig 

bebyggelse, ARESH, (Action Research for Environmentally Sustainable Housing). 

Metodiken baseras dels på reflektioner kring Idö-Våldö och Järven-studien och dels på 

litteraturstudier av aktionsforskning, vetenskapsteori, miljöforskning och vetenskap för 

uthållig utveckling.  

 

Resultatet visar att man i denna forskningsmetodik måste hantera flera potentiella 

konflikter. Hur stor ska till exempel samverkan mellan deltagare och forskare vara? Ska 

deltagarna vara med i själva forskningsprocessen?  Ska forskaren försöka övertyga 

deltagarna om fördelarna med vissa miljöåtgärder eller ska hon/han enbart lyssna till 

deltagarnas åsikter? Forskaren får därmed välja om studien ska vara deltagarledd eller 

forskarledd, och i hur stor utsträckning den ska vara aktionsriktad. Om studien i stor 

utsträckning ska involvera deltagarna kan aktionsforskning bidra med inspiration och 

metoder. En slutsats är dock att forskningsmetodik för aktionsinriktad miljöforskning 

behöver studeras och diskuteras mer samt även användas i praktiken.  
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The beginning… 
 

My high-school programme was oriented towards the social sciences, but for different 

reasons I selected a technical university education and graduated as Master of Science 

in environmental engineering, physical planning and land surveying at Royal Institute 

of Technology (KTH) in 1998. Some years later, in 2001, I returned to KTH from 

employments as handling officer at the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency and 

as energy consultant. I was then employed as a doctoral candidate at the division of 

Built Environment Analysis in order to carry out a research project funded by the 

Swedish Council for Building Research (Byggforskningsrådet), later Swedish Research 

Council for Environment, Agricultural Science and Spatial Planning (FORMAS).  

 

The aim and strategy for my project ware already formulated when I started. I was 

supposed to develop proposals of environmental strategies for some residential areas 

based on the planned maintenance. This should to be done in collaboration with the 

managers and residents. Besides producing theoretical knowledge on possibilities and 

obstacles for realising the strategies, there was an ambition that the study would initiate 

change, i.e. that the managers and residents would continue the process and realise the 

environmental strategies.  

 

Quite soon, I understood, however, that this project was more demanding than I 

initially had assumed. I learned that research is time consuming, especially when using 

case study methodology where as many methods for data collection as “appropriate” 

are recommended.  

 

Besides that, the project did that not at all corresponded to my picture of science. The 

participatory approach was different from my picture of research. The ambition of 

initiating a process of change within the cases studied was also new to me. Of course I 

was as a person interested in changing the world. My original motivation for carrying 

research on environmental impacts from the built environment was thus that I wanted to 

participate in the movement for Sustainable Development. However, from what I 

earlier had learnt the researcher should be objective and distant, not an agent of 

change… 
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Anyway, my research project resulted in what in Swedish is called a”licentiate” thesis: 

“Miljöstrategier för det lilla grannskapet: Utveckling och utvärdering av strategier för 

miljöarbete och robusthet genom två fallstudier i bostadsområden från 1950-60-talen”1. 

Still, however, I was confused because of the research strategy. Could research be a 

tool for change? How could then scientific demands on validity, generalisability etc be 

met?  

 

During a period of maternity leave after finishing my licentiate thesis I decided to 

devote what remained of my doctoral studies to study research methodology and theory 

of science in order to search for answers to these questions. In the licentiate thesis I told 

that my research had elements of “action research”, but now I wanted to know more 

about this, so I started to collect literature about action research in order to find out 

what it is and could be; and if and how action research could be applied to research for 

environmentally sustainable housing. 

 

This thesis, my doctoral one, thus is about my licentiate study, but it does no t end with 

that. The aim is also to discuss a new type of knowledge production that my research 

seems to be a part of, research used as a tool for change.  

                                                 
1 Environmental strategies for the Small Neighbourhood: Development and evaluation of strategies for 
environmental practice and robustness through two case studies of residential areas from the 1950s to 
60s. 
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Aim and content of the thesis 
This thesis consists of two separate but still connected parts. The first part of the cover 

essay, “Studying a Situation of Opportunity”, is a summary and elaboration of my 

licentiate thesis. It aims at studying moments when action for reducing the negative 

environmental impact of the built environment might be taken. The moments studied 

here are the repetitious moments of maintenance of a multi- family housing residential 

area, a Small Neighbourhood. The research questions thus are: What measures could be 

taken in these situations in order to reduce the negative environmental impact from the 

Small Neighbourhood and what possibilities and obstacles for carrying out these 

measures exist? To what extent could the maintenance planning be used for this 

purpose? Besides that another question was posed: Could the introduction of 

maintenance measures and environmental measures also open up for a dialogue 

between residents and managers about changing the residents’ habits to become more 

environmentally sustainable?  In order to answer these questions and to explore the 

prerequisites for establishing a long-term environmental practice in a multi- family 

residential area, case studies on two Swedish residential areas, or Small 

Neighbourhoods, Idö-Våldö and Järven, were carried out. The cover essay provides a 

summary and elaboration of this study that is reported in my licentiate thesis (Nilsson, 

2003). In the study I developed proposals of environmental strategies for each case, to 

some extent in collaboration with managers and residents. These strategies were based 

on planned maintenance and proposed environmental measures for the areas. The 

results of the study indicate the possibilities and obstacles for environmental action 

when carrying out maintenance in the areas studied.  

 

The second part of the cover essay, “Using Research as a Tool for Change”, contains a 

summary and elaboration of the two papers provided last in the thesis. The aim was to 

develop a research methodology for action-oriented research for environmentally 

sustainable housing (ARESH). The reason for this was that one aim of the study of Idö-

Våldö and Järven was to create a process of mutual learning, involving also managers 

and committed residents in the research process, and perhaps also that these should 

continue by realizing the environmental strategies. Partly due to mine and my research 

environment’s limited knowledge on how to carry out such research, however, the 

collaboration became less extensive than expected. Thus, the question aroused; how 
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could such research be carried out?  I knew that in action research action and research 

are combined. Hence, I carried out a literature study on action research with the aim to 

apply such research to environmentally sustainable housing. The result was an outline 

of a research methodology and possible conflicts within it. The reason for doing this, 

besides my own interest, are indications that a new and more action-, or solution-

oriented, research paradigm has evolved, especially in the field of environmental 

research (Kates et al, 2001; Nowotny et al, 2001; Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1993). This 

kind of research has also been criticized for being carried out without deeper reflection 

(Mobjörk, 2004). Thus, the papers and PART II of the cover essay may contribute with 

knowledge on how to carry out such research in the field of research for 

environmentally sustainable housing.  

 

 

Content of the thesis 

The cover essay refers to three products of my earlier work. PART I of the cover essay 

refers to my earlier work presented in a monograph, my licentiate thesis, which is a 

report on the study of Idö-Våldö and Järven (Nilsson, 2003). This report is not provided 

in the thesis 2. PART II refers to two papers that are provided after the cover essay of 

the thesis.  

 

PART I: Studying a Situation of Opportunity 

First some starting points for the Idö-Våldö and Järven study are presented. Chapter 1 

provides some basic concepts that constitute the rationale for action-oriented 

environmental research, or Sustainability science; in particular such research focusing 

on the built environment. The first starting point is the pessimistic approach of the 

Tragedy of the Commons, concluding that it is impossible to use natural resources that 

are common properties in a sustainable way. However, there are theories indicating that 

the commons might be used in a sustainable way. Some of these are discussed here, for 

instance “common-pool resources management”, “Sustainable Development” and 

“Situations of Opportunity”. Since this thesis is in the research field of Built 

Environment Analysis, the second chapter relates the mentioned concepts to the 

environmental impact of a unit of the built environment, the residential area, here called 

                                                 
2 The reasons for this are that the licentiate thesis already is already printed in another format and it is in 
Swedish. 
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the Small Neighbourhood. In chapter 2, the case studies on Idö-Våldö and Järven are 

presented and discussed and the concepts from Chapter 1 are applied.  

 

PART II. Using research as a tool for change 

In this part the concept of “research as a tool for change” is discussed referring to the 

two papers mentioned below. Chapter 3 starts with positioning the research strategy of 

the Idö-Våldö and Järven studies in a research theory context. Concepts such as “Mode 

1/Mode 2 research” and “normal/postnormal science” are discussed and related to the 

Idö-Våldö and Järven-studies. Thereafter the research methodology of the study is 

related to the concept of action research. A research strategy called Action Research for 

Environmentally Sustainble Housing (ARESH) is outlined. In more general terms this 

strategy belongs to what is here called “action-oriented environmental research”. 

Finally this is related to the new research orientation of Sustainability Science.  

 

Paper I: Research as a Tool for Change? Towards a methodology for action-oriented 

environmental research, learning from case study methodology and action research, 

submitted for publication in International Journal of Sustainable Development (IJSD) 

 

Paper II:  Action Research for Environmentally Sustainable Housing: Using research 

as a tool for change, submitted for publication in The Journal of Transdisciplinary 

Environmental Studies (TES). 
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PART I:  

Studying a Situation of 

Opportunity 
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“The tragedy of the commons develops in this way. Picture a pasture open to all. It is to 

be expected that each herdsman will try to keep as many cattle as possible on the 

commons. Such an arrangement may work reasonably satisfactorily for centuries 

because tribal wars, poaching, and disease keep the numbers of both man and beast 

well below the carrying capacity of the land. Finally, however, comes the day of 

reckoning, that is, the day when the long-desired goal of social stability becomes a 

reality. At this point, the inherent logic of the commons remorselessly generates 

tragedy.  

As a rational being, each herdsman seeks to maximize his gain. Explicitly or implicitly, 

more or less consciously, he asks, "What is the utility to me of adding one more animal 

to my herd?" This utility has one negative and one positive component.  

1. The positive component is a function of the increment of one animal. Since the 

herdsman receives all the proceeds from the sale of the additional animal, the positive 

utility is nearly + 1. 

2. The negative component is a function of the additional overgrazing created by one 

more animal. Since, however, the effects of overgrazing are shared by all the herdsmen, 

the negative utility for any particular decisionmaking herdsman is only a fraction of - 1.  

Adding together the component partial utilities, the rational herdsman concludes that 

the only sensible course for him to pursue is to add another animal to his herd. And 

another... But this is the conclusion reached by each and every rational herdsman 

sharing a commons. Therein is the tragedy. Each man is locked into a system that 

compels him to increase his herd without limit -- in a world that is limited. Ruin is the 

destination toward which all men rush, each pursuing his own best interest in a society 

that believes in the freedom of the commons. Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all.” 

(From ”The Tragedy of the Commons” by Garrett Hardin, 1968)  

 

1. Starting points 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
* 

                                                 
* Photography: Gambia - N'dama Cattle Grazing During the Rainy Season. Cortesy of: @Africa Focus, University of 
Wisconsin-Madison 
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1.1 The commons’ tragedy and how to avoid it 
 

The aim of the empirical study that constitutes the basis of this thesis has been to 

explore a situation when the negative environmental impact from the built environment 

could be reduced, in parallel with the maintenance of a residential area. Unlike research 

studying environmental problems, this study aimed at studying ways to solve 

environmental problems. Thus, theories that can be used for action-oriented 

environmental research are provided. The starting point is the pessimistic view of the 

Tragedy of the Commons, which is a way to explain how the collective has failed in 

managing common resources. However, this view has lately been contrasted with more 

optimistic theories trying to find and discuss situations when the Tragedy of the 

Commons has or could be avoided.  

 

 

Theory of common-pool resources 

In 1968, Garrett Hardin wrote the article “The tragedy of the commons” that was 

pervaded by a pessimistic attitude towards the possibilities for managing the common-

pool resources in a sustainable way (Hardin, 1968). With common-pool resources or 

commons are meant a stock of finite resources that no one takes a superior 

responsibility for. Thus, these resources will, according to Hardin be overused. 

Examples of commons are eco-systems that are owned by nobody such as the seas or 

pastures open to all. It could also be a lawn open for all where the limited resource is 

the picnic space. If too many people use the lawn it will be overcrowded and if they are 

careless they will leave the litter from the picnics there. The tragedy of the common is 

thus that each individual tries to increase her/his resource use, which will lead to 

depletion. A similar way of describing this dilemma is the “free ride effect”, which 

means that some individuals try to make gains from a common property without 

contributing to it (Turner et al, 1994).  

 

In general, Hardin argues that the tragedy cannot be managed. He also explains 

how the tragedy of the common works in the same but reversed way for pollution, 

when something is added to the common instead of taken away, for instance when 
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fresh air that is a finite resource becomes polluted. According to Hardin, the 

commons can be used successfully only when the population density is low and 

he is pessimistic about the possibilities for modern society with its large 

population to avoid this tragedy.  

However, Elinor Ostrom and colleagues have developed a more optimistic view 

on the commons that they call “common-pool resources” (CPRs) (Ostrom et al, 

1999; Ostrom, 2000; Hess and Ostrom, 2001).  

 

A CPR can be regulated by property rights systems such as open access, group 

property, individual property or government property (Ostrom, 2000). According to 

Hardin, privatization or government property are the only ways to avoid the tragedy of 

the commons. However, Ostrom et al’s research indicates something else; that 

privatization sometimes has destroyed well- functioning traditional group-property 

regimes. According to Ostrom et al (1999) it is also incorrect to assume, as Hardin did, 

that all individuals are selfish, aiming at maximizing their short-term profit. Research 

has for instance shown that there are different types of CPR users. Some are of course 

free-riders: others are unwilling to cooperate unless they are assured that they will not 

be exploited by free-riders. However, there are also those who are willing to cooperate, 

those who trust that the others will do things in return. Finally, there are also some 

genuine altruists (Fehr and Fischbacher, 2003).  

 

Ostrom (2000) thus considers the group property right system as an opportunity for 

sustainable use of CPRs that needs to be further explored. According to her the 

following conditions are beneficiary for sustainable CPR use:  

• Members of the group property right system possess accurate information about 

the conditions of the resource, i.e. they know how much wood is left in the 

forest and will try to save some for the future.  

• They plan to stay in the group that uses the CPR for a long time.  

• The members of the group share norms of trust and reciprocity as initial social 

capital. 

• The group has a democratic system for decision-making, promoting that all 

members are involved and take responsibility for the CPR. 
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• The members can easily monitor the system, i.e. “social control “ prevails at 

least to some extent, and if someone takes out too much of resources, the group 

can easily use sanctioning arrangements. 

 

However, besides this positive view, Ostrom et al (1999) also see problems considering 

the management of for instance Global Commons such as the atmosphere, biodiversity 

and other ecosystem services. A major problem is the scale – how is it possible to 

create trust, democracy, accurate information and easy monitoring of the use of the 

atmosphere for instance? Another problem is that the links between different activities 

are so complex. The shepherds can easily see how the cattle graze the grass from the 

pastures, but it is far more difficult to grasp for instance that the invisible emissions of 

carbon dioxides from transport and heating will affect the global climate. Many of the 

CPRs, especially in Western society, have become globalized or at least distant from 

the users; i.e. a lake provides water to people living tens of kilometres away, a field 

provides food for people in another country and an oil field produces fuels to people on 

another continent.  

 

Thus, in this thesis three kinds of CPRs are discerned. For the ones that are situated 

close to the group using it we use the terms “local CPRs” and for the ones far away we 

use the term “distant CPRs”. The third kind of CPR is the Global Common, for instance 

the atmosphere that is both close and distant to users. We will return to these concepts 

later on in order to discuss how property rights in a residential area, a Small 

Neighbourhood, could support sustainable use of distant and close CPRs. 

 

 

Sustainable Development, Eco Modernisation and sustainability science 

Also the widespread concept of Sustainable Development, as coined in the Bruntland 

report, argues that it is possible to create a better world, a development that meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987, p. 43). 

Even if the concept assumes that the situation of today is unsustainable and that 

something has to be done, it is pervaded by the view that a good natural environment, 

social wealth among all people and economic wealth go hand in hand and that each of 

these elements can be united. However, there is plenty of literature on the subject 



 21 

providing a critical discussion arguing that the concept is vague and difficult to 

operationalise and that goal conflicts between the dimensions of sustainability – the 

environmental, social and economical ones – are not paid enough attention to (for 

instance Hilding-Rydevik, 2004). It is also argued that the concept is used without 

paying enough attention to the unequal distribution of environmental degradation where 

the rich countries exploit resources in other parts of the world (Bradley, 2004). Here the 

aim is not to contribute to a conceptual discussion on Sustainable Development. The 

aim is rather to discuss how this concept, especially the environmental dimension of it, 

can be operationalised in the use of residential buildings, which is further discussed in 

the following chapters. The aim is also to point at some interest conflicts between the 

different aspects of sustainability in housing. Marcuse (1998) for instance argues that 

the concept of sustainability might be used in order to conceal conflicts between social 

and environmental sustainability in housing programmes.  

 

According to Forsberg and Hagberg (2003), the Bruntland report and the concept of 

Sustainable Development changed the view of environmental politics; previously 

environmental measures were seen as an obstacle for economical growth, but in the 

report it was considered that the development of ecologically sound technology would 

create economical growth. Forsberg and Hagberg argue that the Bruntland report 

prepared the way for the concept of “Ecological Modernisation” (Eco Modernisation). 

According to its advocates, a Sustainable Development can be reached within existing 

institutions and with the help of the market forces. One example of such thinking is the 

concepts of Factor 4 and 10 developed by the Wuppertal institute, indicating that 

environmental problems can be solved by increased “eco-efficiency” (Spangenberg, 

1995). This concept however has been criticized for not problematizing and analyzing 

the structural problems of environmental degradation (Harvey, 1996). It could for 

instance be contrasted to the concept of Deep Ecology where new technology alone is 

not considered as a solution of the environmental problems. Instead it is considered as 

necessary to change make social changes in order to achieve a Sustainable 

Development (Naess, 1981) 

 

This change of approach from a more pessimistic view to a more optimistic one has 

also affected the field of environmental research, which will be further discussed in 
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PART II of the cover essay. Already here, however, it is worth noting that a new 

research field called “sustainability science” has emerged (Kates et al, 2001, p 641). 

 
A new field of sustainability science is emerging that seeks to understand 

the fundamental character of interactions between nature and society. 

Such an understanding must encompass the interaction of global 

processes with the ecological and social characteristics of particular 

places and sectors. 

 

This field is often characterised as transdisciplinary, holistic and action-oriented. 

Among its core issues are to discuss systems of incentive structures for more 

sustainable interaction between nature and society. Another core question is how 

activities such as research planning, monitoring, assessment and decision support can 

be better integrated to management and societal learning (Kates, 2001). Thus, 

Sustainability science is oriented towards change and action; it is not enough to assess 

environmental impacts from anthropogenic activities. Furthermore, the use of the word 

sustainability also indicates that the research tradition not only covers the 

environmental dimension of sustainability, it also deals with the social and economic 

dimensions. 

 

In the next chapter some ideas will be outlined on how to operationalize environmental 

sustainability in the daily practice of a residential area, a Small Neighbourhood. Also 

the concept of Eco Modernisation will be discussed.  

 

 

Situations of Opportunity 

Where and when is it then meaningful to take action for sustainability, and who should 

take the action?  What could be achieved? “Situation of Opportunity” is a concept 

developed in the field of Built Environment Analysis based on the concept “formative 

moments” from political science (Svane, 2005; Weingaertner, 2005; Weingaertner-

Kohlscheen  and Svane, 2005; Brikell et al, 2004, Brikell, 2005). It is used to define 

and discuss shorter moments in processes of societal change when it is easier than usual 

to introduce measures for environmental sustainability. 
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This concept is, just as sustainable CPR management and Sustainable Development, a 

way to discuss and define situations where a more positive development is possible. 

However, unlike CPR management and Sustainable Development the concept 

“Situation of Opportunity” aims at defining and describing moments rather than 

processes. According to the theory developed, a formative moment can – if the 

stakeholders involved are aware of it – become a Situation of Opportunity with a more 

or less limited field of options (Weingaertner, 2005). A formative moment can occur 

for instance when decisions about investments in infrastructure are taken. Then the 

decision-makers can “take the opportunity” and invest in subways or railways, a long-

term investment that will create an infrastructure with relatively low environmental 

impacts as compared to investments on for instance roads. The effective use of a 

Situation of Opportunity might also imply synergies between “the necessary” and “the 

desirable”. One such example might be the housing manager that uses the occasion, 

when carrying out necessary maintenance of a building, to introduce energy saving 

measures such as extra insulation or installation of solar panels.  

 

The formative moments could differ in scale, from a minor maintenance measure to a 

large infrastructure investment. They could also vary in time and in space. All 

formative moments have in common that they have a prehistory that will affect the 

outcome. However, even if the stakeholders will be affected by factors such as political 

climate, economy etc. the chances of using the formative moment as a Situation of 

Opportunity are probably larger if the stakeholders are well aware in advance that a 

formative moment is approaching. Thus, Weingaertner (2005) argues that researchers 

should try to define possible future Situations of Opportunity in order to disseminate 

this knowledge to the stakeholders that may be involved.   

 

In the next chapter of this thesis we will discuss some categories of formative moments 

of the built environment and how these could become Situations of Opportunity. One of 

these opportunities, the maintenance of buildings, is the theme of study of the empirical 

research project discussed in this thesis. 
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Studying the Situations – or initiating action 

Both the approach of sustainable CPR use and the Situation of Opportunity are 

formulated in scientific contexts and are probably so far more discussed in such settings 

than in practice. Thus, they focus on how to solve the environmental problems rather 

than to just study the problems. Research aiming at studying the use of CPRs and 

Situations of Opportunity furthermore tends to be multidisciplinary, combining social, 

natural and technical sciences.  

 

Such research does not necessarily have to include action, it is equally likely that the 

researchers just study and discuss what could be Situations of Opportunity. However, it 

is also possible to start a collaborative process where researchers and stakeholders 

together define Situations of Opportunity and perhaps also initiate action for 

environmental sustainability. This might be a more effective way to disseminate the 

concept to practitioners than to write scientific reports with recommendations. 

  

 

 

Fig. 1. Maintenance used as a Situation of Opportunity, façade maintenance has 

been combined with extra insulation. 
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An example where researchers and practitioners often collaborate in such a way, which 

will be further discussed in the next chapter, is the demonstration project. The Situation 

of Opportunity is then the construction of a new building, a city district, or the 

reconstruction of a building. In the demonstration project, the formative moment of 

construction is used as a Situation of Opportunity since measures for environmental 

sustainability are taken. The demonstration project is often a joint matter for 

practitioners and researchers. The reason for doing so, is that such projects today often 

are costly and that they are pioneering. The researchers are involved in a mutual 

process of learning and teaching. As will be seen this was also part of the approach of 

the Idö-Våldö and Järven study. 

 

To sum up, in this section three different concepts for avoiding the tragedy of the 

commons have been discussed. Then these concepts will be related to a unit of the built 

environment, the residential area or the Small Neighbourhood.  

 

 

1.2 The Small Neighbourhood 
The Small Neighbourhood is a housing area/building that is physically and 

administratively delimited. It consists of more than one household. In this thesis it is 

also situated in a Western country and the text mainly refers to the Swedish situation. 

The reasons for focusing on the Small Neighbourhood will be elaborated further on but 

we could say here that it holds several Situations of Opportunity. Many times it is also a 

regulated common-property rights system, in Sweden mainly in the form of housing 

cooperatives.   

 

 

Tragedies of the commons connected to the Small Neighbourhood 

Which are the tragedies of the commons related to it then? If we use the definitions, 

local CPRs, distant CPRs and Global Commons, the modern Small Neighbourhoods 

use for instance:  

 

• Local CPRs: the local lawn/garden, the laundry room or the biking storage 

room. 
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• Distant CPRs: the field where oil for heating is produced for, the field providing 

food for the residents, the land used for landfilling of waste from the Small 

Neighbourhood. 

• Global Commons: the atmosphere and the seas receiving emissions from energy 

production, sewage etc. 

However, there are some modern Small Neighbourhoods that use the local CPRs to a 

greater extent than is conventional: In for instance some eco-villages or rural Small 

Neighbourhoods fuels might be taken from the forest nearby or sewage water is treated 

locally. However, any urban or suburban Small Neighbourhood is totally dependent on 

the infrastructure in order to distribute resources from the distant CPRs as well as 

getting rid of its waste. Resource systems – sometimes in the same region and 

sometimes in another country or continent – provide fuels to heat the building, supply 

tap water, food and consumer goods for the residents etc. The concept of “Ecological 

Footprint” is often used for estimating and visualising for instance how much land a 

city or a citizen uses. The average citizen of a large Swedish city such as Stockholm, 

Gothenburg or Malmö uses 5 to 9 hectares per person. However, a sustainable number 

would be between 1,3 to 1,7 hectares, thus each citizen would have to reduce her/his 

Ecological Footprint with 70-80 percent (Bergman et al, 2002).  

 

Besides the use of resources related to land, the use of the built environment also 

involves degradation of Global Commons. About 40 percent of society’s energy is used 

by heating and other activities of the built environment (Roodman and Lenssen, 1995). 

Since non-renewable resources supply a great share of this energy, this impacts on the 

atmosphere and in the end also on the global climate. 
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Assessing the negative environmental 

impact of the built environment 

 

In order to discuss negative environmental 

impacts from the built environment it is 

necessary to state what is included and 

what perspective is used. Besides the 

approach of the CPRs and Ecological 

Footprint mentioned, this thesis uses mainly 

“metabolism” as a metaphor (Baccini and 

Brunner, 1991). The metabolism of a 

building, or a housing area, is constituted of 

air, energy, materials and water that flow 

into the building, i.e. resources that come 

from more or less distant CPRs. Air comes 

via ventilation systems. Energy and water 

are provided through cables and pipes via 

infrasystems, while materials are provided 

by traffic infrasystems and by people 

carrying them into the building. Sooner or 

later, these flows leave the building mixed 

up with each other, as waste, sewage water 

or heated air. In this thesis the assessment 

of the negative environmental impacts of 

the buildings studies have been to analyse 

these flows, i.e. a Material Flow Analysis 

(MFA) (Wriesberg and Udo de Haes, 2002), 

their quantity and the negative impact on 

the environment that mainly happens before 

and after they pass through the building.  

 

Local and distant CPRs of the 

Small Neighbourhood 

Traditionally in housing 

research, the local CPRs have 

received most attention. Several 

studies and projects have been 

carried out in order to discuss 

how local CPRs in municipality 

or state-owned housing areas 

could be managed in a more 

sustainable way (for instance 

Martinson, 2005). In some such 

areas reciprocity, social capital 

and sanctioning systems are 

missing, therefore the CPRs are 

misused. 

 

However, lately there are 

examples of refurbishment 

projects where the use of distant 

CPRs have been paid attention 

to. Botta (2005) mentions such 

projects as “Environmentally-

Friendly Renovation3” where the 

focus is on how to reduce 

environmental impact of a Small 

Neighbourhood.  In some 

refurbishment projects the aim 

has been to consider both distant and local CPRs, which Botta mentions as “Sustainable 

Renovation”. In such projects the aim has been to reduce negative environmental 

impacts as well as maintaining and improving qualities of the buildings and their 

surroundings. Also Stenberg and Thuvander (2005) study refurbishment projects where 

                                                 
3 The term “renovation” is used in US English while the term “refurbishment” is used in Br English 
(Brunklaus, 2005). The term refurbishment is mainly used in this thesis. 
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the aim is to consider both these aspects. The results indicate that there are synergies 

between these aims.  However, in the next chapter it is indicated that there might be 

conflicts. 

 

 

Property rights in the Small Neighbourhood 

Who are then responsible for making the use of the CPRs more sustainable? 

Considering the distant CPRs and Global Commons, there are several possible 

stakeholders from the landowner of a distant CPR to the distributor of the resource. 

Also the developer of a Small Neighbourhood can influence the CPR use. The type of 

heating system decides which energy sources will be used and the localization as well 

as the design of the buildings will affect how the local CPRs will be used. However, 

during the long period of operation and use, residents and managers of the Small 

Neighbourhood can influence the level of impacts through their habits, routines and by 

maintenance measures. In a Small Neighbourhood managed by the residents (for 

instance a single-family house area) the residents are the main stakeholders, even if 

dependent on municipal directives etc. In a Small Neighbourhood with multi- family 

buildings the residents share the responsibility with professional managers. The 

residents can for instance select how long to shower, what consumer goods to buy, to 

sort waste, how to travel to work and on their leisure time. However, the managers are 

responsible for the buildings’ infrastructure, maintenance etc, and can for instance 

reduce for instance energy use by insulating, or encourage waste separation by 

providing local waste separation facilities.  

 

As mentioned, a Small Neighbourhood is mainly administratively defined. Below, 

Small Neighbourhoods with different property-rights systems are defined and the 

conditions for sustainable CPR management are briefly mentioned.  

 

• Private property rights: Could be of different kinds: 

a) Some privately owned single-family houses are united in a common association 

for instance a road management association. Thus, the households are 

responsible for their own houses but could to some extent influence each other 

and create common-property rights systems for common land.  
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b) A private landlord owns the properties and rents flats to the residents. The 

landlord is thus responsible for operation and maintenance.  

• Government property rights: A municipal (or state) owned area that constitutes 

a management unit. The residents rent the flats. The manager is responsible for 

operation and maintenance but the residents might influence through a tenants’ 

association or individually by maintenance of own flat.  

• Group property rights: A housing cooperative where the residents own the 

property/ies together. Thus the residents are responsible together for operation 

and maintenance; however, most housing cooperatives belong to a management 

organisation that assists the cooperative. 
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Property 

rights 

Residents’ 

individual 

responsibility 

Residents’ 

collective 

responsibility 

Managers’ 

responsibility 

 

Private, single 

family houses 

 

Large: From heating 

system to 

consumption. 

 

Varied: Depends on if 

the area has a 

common property. 

 

Large: Residents are 

managers. 

 

Private, 

landlord with 

multi-family 

house 

 

Varied: Depends on 

what responsibility 

the residents have 

for own flat. 

 

Very limited: A local 

tenants’ association 

can increase this 

responsibility. 

 

Large: Maintenance 

of building as well 

as indoor 

environment, 

outdoor 

environment, 

household 

consumption etc. 

 

Municipal or 

state owned 

multi family 

house 

 

Varied: Depends on 

to what extent 

residents are 

responsible for 

maintenance of own 

flat. 

 

Varied: depends on if 

there are local 

associations and their 

influence. 

 

Varied: Depends on 

what residents and 

managers 

respectively are 

responsible for. 

 

Housing 

cooperative 

 

Quite large: 

Individual 

responsibility less 

than single-family 

house, but larger 

than rented flats. 

 

Large: The housing 

cooperative 

collectively takes 

most important 

decisions. 

 

Varied: Almost all 

housing 

cooperatives use 

professional 

managers.  

 

Fig. 2. Table showing the responsibilities for CPR use of the stakeholders in the Small 

Neighbourhood based on Svane (2002).  

 

 

 

Measures to make the use of CPRs more sustainable 

Here, the criteria for sustainable CPR use formulated by Ostrom (2000) are applied to 

the Small Neighbourhood. As mentioned one obstacle for sustainable use of distant 
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CPRs is the distance itself. It makes it difficult for residents and managers to have 

accurate information of the resource. This distance is often both physical and mental; 

there is probably a very small number of residents, at least in multi- family housing 

areas that reflect upon how the heat in the radiators is produced and what consequences 

on the environment this has. Even if the residents and managers have the knowledge 

they sometimes have limited influence. Such is for instance often the case with heating; 

most Swedish multi- family housing areas use district heating and in that case the 

stakeholders of the Small Neighbourhood cannot change energy source. On the other 

hand they can use less energy or negotiate with the suppliers of district heating4 

(Svensk Fjärrvärme, 2006).  

 

One way of managing the distance according to Ostrom’s criteria, is to shorten it, or at 

least reduce the mental distance. It is for instance possible to use the organic waste 

locally by installing composts in a Small Neighbourhood. The mental distance might be 

reduced by making the often invisible infrasystems more visible. Falkheden (1999) for 

instance proposes that architects and planners design the built environment in such a 

way as to visualise the link between resources and the built environment. This has for 

instance been applied to some extent in Hammarby Sjöstad in Stockholm and Västra 

hamnen in Malmö where storm water has been made visible in open dams and channels 

in the areas (Malmö stad, 2006; Hammarby Sjöstad, 2006).  However, even if this 

might increase the awareness of storm water, most of the resources still come from 

distant CPRs and it is difficult to visualise the production of commodities such as food, 

computers, furniture etc., or the treatment of wastewater.  

                                                 
4 In other European countries the situation is different (OECD, 1998) 
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Another way to increase the information is that residents and managers have accurate 

information about energy use etc, through measuring and through dissemination of this 

data to all stakeholders.  

 

Shared norms of reciprocity and trust as well as social control might make the use of 

CPRs, distant as well as local ones, more sustainable. Also possibilities to monitor the 

use and easily use sanctioning arrangements if the resource is overused could make the 

use more sustainable. In many Small Neighbourhoods with multi- family houses in 

Sweden this is not the case. The residents can for instance use large amounts of energy 

for heating and hot water without sanctions or increased cost and there are no 

possibilities for the residents to influence each other. In Small Neighbourhoods with 

single-family houses the situation is slightly different since the household pays the 

heating costs. 

 

 
 
Fig. 3. Hammarby Sjöstad in Stockholm. 
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There is one type of Small Neighbourhood where most of the criteria for sustainable 

CPR management according to Ostrom (2000) are fulfilled, the eco-village. There, the 

mental as well as the physical distance is to some extent reduced, for instance some of 

the CPRs are local, sewerage systems are local and sometimes some of the food is 

produced locally or wood from the forest nearby is used for heating (Norbeck, 2006). In 

these areas, the links between the built environment and its resource base are more 

visible, and the residents also have more accurate information about the conditions of 

the resource. The aim of an eco-village is also to create trust, reciprocity and social 

control, criteria that according to Ostrom et al are beneficiary for sustainable CPR 

management. The eco-village is usually a group property, a housing co-operative 

(sometimes it is also constituted by private properties), and the ideal is democratic 

decision-making and cooperation. Since many of the residents participate in building 

the village they might also plan to stay there for a long time.  

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 4. The eco-village Understenshöjden in Stockholm. 
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An environmentally sustainable Small Neighbourhood, some principles 

What is meant with a Small Neighbourhood that uses the CPRs in a sustainable way then? How 

could it meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs?  Here are some principles: 

 

• Reduction of resource use; energy and other resources are saved through technical 

measures and changed habits among residents and managers. 

• Use of renewable resources; energy for heating and electricity come from renewable 

sources, renewable materials are used. 

• Closed loops; local materials and local systems are used, for instance local storm 

water treatment. 

• Reuse and recycling; waste and wastewater are reused or recycled.  

• Land is used in a way that does not threaten biodiversity. 

• Reduction of car transports; the Small Neighbourhood is close to public transports and 

has good facilities for biking and walking. 

• A healthy indoor environment; no hazardous or harmful materials within buildings. 

(Byggsektorns Kretsloppsråd, 2006; Nilsson, 2003; Svane, 1999) 

 

However, the well- functioning eco-village is an extremely marginal occurrence5. There 

is also a risk that the residents there might just care for the local CPRs and forget that 

they still use some distant CPRs in an unsustainable way. However, even if the eco-

village runs the risk of becoming a reserve without contact with the rest of the world, at 

least in Sweden the eco-villages have rather been a source for knowledge and 

inspiration. Thus, it is interesting to study if the criteria mentioned here could be 

applied in other types of Small Neighbourhoods than the eco-village and how could this 

be done? In the empirical study summarized in the next chapter the possibilities of 

sustainable CPR use of the Small Neighbourhoods Idö-Våldö, a rental area, and Järven, 

a housing cooperative, will be discussed.  

 

 

Situations of Opportunity in the Small Neighbourhood 

How could the Small Neighbourhood use the CPRs in a more sustainable way then? 

We have earlier discussed property rights systems and criteria for these systems that 

can promote this. In this section, we return to the concept of formative moments that 

                                                 
5 In Sweden there are about ten eco-villages with some hundred residents altogether. 
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can become Situations of Opportunity. Two categories formative of moments of a 

Small Neighbourhood are proposed. The first category refers mainly to physical 

measures to take in a Small Neighbourhood. 

 

 

Physical measures 

Here are three formative moments connected to physical measures in a Small 

Neighbourhood or in a city district proposed.  

 

1. New construction  

The construction of new buildings is perhaps the formative moment that has received 

most attention of those discussed here; probably also the one most researched. The use 

of this formative moment as a Situation of Opportunity is however mainly a matter for 

contractors, developers and other such stakeholders rather than residents and managers. 

Mainly, the former can “take the opportunity” to produce new buildings that follow the 

principles in the box for an environmentally sustainable Small Neighbourhood. This is 

a Situation of Opportunity where it is possible to consider all the principles mentioned, 

from selecting an appropriate building site to radical energy solutions.  The building/s 

and the infrastructure solutions can be designed in order to facilitate environmentally 

sustainable habits and routines among the users. However, it cannot be safeguarded that 

the users will adopt and retain these habits. Although a new building might have radical 

solutions, it will add another building to the total stock. Only if the new building 

replaces another one, the total environmental impact will be reduced. Since the renewal 

rate of the built environment of today is quite a slow process, at least in Sweden and 

other Western countries, it will take centuries until the buildings of the early 2000s are 

exchanged, and the main part of the buildings stock is from the 1950s to 1970s 

(Nilsson, 2003).  

 

In Sweden there are examples of large-scale projects where the initiators argue that new 

construction has been used as a Situation of Opportunity, i.e. Västra Hamnen in Malmö 

and Hammarby Sjöstad in Stockholm. Both these areas have been researched (Green, 

2006; Larsson et al, 2003). The results of this research indicate that a large effort has 

been done on visible technical measures such as solar panels and local storm water 

treatment. An important aim has been just to demonstrate what could be done. Since the 
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projects have been implemented in a top-down process it has been more difficult to 

involve the residents in the process. It has been considered important that the residents 

living in these expensive and quite luxurious apartments should not have to desist from 

comfort.  

 

Besides these large-scale projects there are some other Swedish examples of building 

projects aiming at environmental sustainability, from eco-villages to school buildings 

(Berg et al, 2002; Björkholm and Lindqvist, 1998). However, most of these projects fall 

outside the scheme of mainstream construction and could mainly be considered as 

demonstration projects.  

 
 

2. Refurbishment 

Another category of formative moments is the refurbishment of existing buildings. 

Housing managers, or residents of single-family houses, could then install urine 

separation toilets, extra insulations, improve biking facilities etc. Those who can use 

this as a Situation of Opportunity are mainly those responsible for management. Even if 

the field of options is limited by the structure of the existing building/s, this formative 

moment, if consequently used as a Situation of Opportunity, is a faster way to 

transform the built environment to become environmentally sustainable than new 

 
 
Fig. 5. Construction used as a Situation of Opportunity, solar panels in Hammarby 

Sjöstad. 
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construction. For instance the large stock of residential buildings from the 1950-70s in 

Sweden and other European countries is in great need of refurbishment and this could 

be a Situation of Opportunity for increasing both environmental and social 

sustainability. This is an occasion for a considerable reduction of negative 

environmental impacts of the European housing stock. However, if the opportunity is 

not used, it will be an “opportunity lost” and it will take several decades until a new 

such a formative moment will occur.  

 

Much research has been carried out in order to study this Situation and there are several 

examples, however mainly demonstration projects, where the Situation has been used 

(for instance Femenìas, 2004). Such Swedish examples are Ekoporten, a multi- family 

house from the 1960s (Botta, 2005), Inspektoren a block of flats from the 1950s 

(Nilsson, 1998), Rannebergen and Ringdansen suburbs of Gothenburg and Norrköping, 

respectively, from the 1970s (Stenberg and Thuvander, 2005). According to the 

experience gained from these projects, several measures could be carried out, and 

resources could be saved. However, most projects have received extra external funding 

and the costs are often much higher than an average refurbishment. Thus, also this 

Situation of Opportunity has mainly been used for demonstration projects and is so far 

little used in mainstream housing (Femeniàs, 2004).  

 

3. Maintenance 

A third category of formative moments, more seldom discussed than the others 

mentioned, is the maintenance6 of a building or a Small Neighbourhood. Managers of 

multi- family houses or residents in single-family houses could use the recurring 

moments of maintenance to also carry out measures for increased environmental 

sustainability. Façade maintenance could be combined with extra insulation; broken 

lamps could be replaced by energy saving ones etc. Many of the more extensive 

measures are the same that could be carried out when refurbishing, however the tempo 

here is slower and is constituted of series of small projects. Thus, maintenance could 

also be used for taking the chance of gradually making the large stock of buildings from 

the 1950s to 70s more environmentally sustainable (Nilsson, 2003). 

                                                 
6 The difference between maintenance and refurbishment is sometimes unclear. However, here 
refurbishment is defined as an occasion when several larger maintenance measures are simultaneously 
carried out and maintenance is considered as single measures carried out within certain time intervals 
during the whole life-cycle of the building.   
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Maintenance as a Situation of Opportunity has a more limited field of options than the 

Situations of construction and refurbishment since the aim just is to slowly improve the 

building. In order to be able to use the formative moments and select the most 

environmentally sustainable solution each time a maintenance measure is carried out, it 

is necessary to make it part of a process, thus a plan is very helpful. According to Fall 

(1999), the maintenance 

plan that many managers 

use could serve as a 

backbone for such 

planning. Through 

maintenance, the building 

can gradually be 

transformed towards 

environmental 

sustainability. During this 

process in a multi- family 

house the residents and 

managers could use the 

environmental practice as 

one subject for dialogue 

among others. In this way 

it might have the power 

to gradually also change 

habits of the users of the 

built environment and the 

routines of the managers 

(Svane, 1998; Nilsson, 

2003). 

 

Even if maintenance is a much slower process of change than refurbishment or 

construction, it might have considerable effect if systematically used as a Situation of 

Opportunity for the large stock of existing building throughout Sweden and other high-

 
 
Fig. 6. Façade maintenance used as a Situation of 

Opportunity for insulating and thus reducing the energy 

use. 



 39 

income countries where refurbishment is needed. Change through maintenance is 

probably less costly than refurbishment projects since the time frame is longer.  

 

However, this Situation of Opportunity is as mentioned less discussed than the other 

two and it has not been explored systematically. Hence, the aim of the empirical study 

presented in this thesis was to study maintenance as a Situation of Opportunity. In the 

next section the study is presented.  

 

 

Changed use 

Another category of formative moment is when people or organisations change their 

use of buildings, i.e. when a household moves from one flat to another, when an 

organisation changes venue or the enterprise is reorganised. During these situations, the 

users can select a flat or venue that is more environmentally sustainable, for instance it 

might utilise available space more efficiently, or be heated by renewable energy. If the 

use of indoor space is reduced, the use of energy and other resources as calculated per 

person can be reduced. However, in one sense this Situation of Opportunity is a 

paradox; nothing happens directly, but in a long-term perspective it will lead to less 

new construction which also implies less negative environmental impacts. This 

Situation of Opportunity has been researched to some extent by Höjer et al (2004), but 

needs to be further explored. It is especially interesting to study the motives and driving 

forces behind such a development.  

 

To summarise, the mentioned categories of formative moments that can become 

Situations of Opportunity constitute different strategies towards more environmentally 

sustainable Small Neighbourhoods. Most widely discussed and researched is 

construction. Also refurbishment has been explored. Maintenance and changed used of 

indoor space are hardly at all studied as Situations of Opportunity. However, in order to 

reach the national and international goals for environmental sustainability, it can be 

argued that all strategies have to be used (Svane, 2004). The aim of this thesis is, 

however, to explore one of these strategies, the one based on maintenance in the Small 

Neighbourhood.  
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Summary of Chapter 1 

In this chapter some theories for avoiding the Tragedy of the Commons were presented; 

common-pool resources management, Sustainable Development and Situations of 

Opportunity. It was also indicated that part of the environmental research and lately 

Sustainability science aim at finding ways to avoid the Tragedy of the Commons, for 

instance to define, study and perhaps also introduce action within Situations of 

Opportunity. In the second chapter ways to avoid the Tragedy of the Commons in the 

Small Neighbourhood were discussed. The concepts, CPR management, Sustainable 

Development and Situations of Opportunity were thus applied to the Small 

Neighbourhood. Some criteria for sustainable CPR management were outlined. Four 

categories of Situations of Opportunity in the process of housing were mentioned. In 

this thesis the repeated moments of maintenance are in focus, and in the next chapter 

such moments of the Small Neighbourhoods Idö-Våldö and Järven are studied.  
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2. The study of Idö-Våldö and Järven 
 
 

There are several motives for selecting a Small Neighbourhood as the unit for planning and  

realisation of an environmental practice: 

 

It is built within a relatively short time span and with a uniform technique. Periodical 

maintenance is planned and realised with it as the unit. Thus there are administrative and 

technical motives.  

 

Normally it is mortgaged as a unit. Often, it is also the unit for negotiating the rent as well as 

for accounting management and maintenance. There are thus economic motives too.  

 

In a unit of this size, there are better opportunities for face-to-face contact between 

neighbours than in the larger unit. In Sweden, it is common to find local associations of 

tenants, organised in management units. In Swedish housing co-operatives, the association is 

the management unit. Finally there are social and organisational motives (Svane, 1999, p. 

45). 
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2.1 Introduction 
 

In the beginning of 2001 the study that forms the basis of this thesis was started. The 

main aims of the study was 1) to explore how maintenance and measures to increase 

environmental sustainability could be combined and 2) to study the prerequisites for 

carrying out maintenance based environmental practice in the Small Neighbourhoods 

studied. Besides, the project also intended to create a process of mutual learning for 

researchers, managers and residents and hopefully also to initiate action.  

 

 

Background  

The starting point for this project was a project description with the aim and research 

strategy for the project defined, i.e. to develop a method for environmental practice 

based on maintenance within a multi- family residential area in a suburb (Nilsson, 

2003). From an urban theory perspective the area in focus for the study is a part of a 

“neighbourhood unit”, here called the Small Neighbourhood or the management unit.   

 

Usually a Small Neighbourhood is – as mentioned in the previous chapter – a 

residential area delimited by physical, social or organisational aspects (Nilsson, 2003). 

However in this project the notion Small Neighbourhood is used for a certain type of 

Small Neighbourhood only. Here, the notion only comprises multi- family housing areas 

from the 1950s to 1970s consisting of some ten to some hundred households. The 

reason for using this definition has been to explore maintenance as a series of Situations 

of Opportunity, and as mentioned in the previous chapter many buildings from that 

period are in need of maintenance. According to previous research the Small 

Neighbourhood, as defined in this chapter might exhibit prerequisites that make it 

favourable to use the formative moment of maintenance there as a Situation of 

Opportunity (Svane, 1999). Thus, the study started with some early assumptions, or 

expectations mainly based on Svane’s research experiences7:

                                                 
7 Since I had limited earlier experiences of this I had no specific expectations. 
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 • Possesses technical and administrative prerequisites 

The Small Neighbourhood is often built within a short time span and maintenance is 

planned and realised for this unit.  Thus, periodic maintenance might be used for 

introducing measures in order to make the use of energy and other resources more 

environmentally sustainable. 

In this way the buildings and the use of them might gradually become more 

environmentally sustainable.  

The Neighbourhood Unit 

The Small Neighbourhood discussed in this chapter is a part of a Neighbourhood Unit 

that originates from a planning ideal developed in the United States during the 1920s. 

This planning ideal has, according to Franzén and Sandstedt (1981/1993), been 

dominating within the post-war housing construction in Sweden. The neighbourhood unit 

has been a way to combine modernism with a social vision of housing.  After the second-

world war thousands of neighbourhood units were built outside large and middle-sized 

Swedish cities. The neighbourhood units have all in common that they are mainly multi-

family housing areas that contain a centre with shops, social services, school etc. The 

roads within the units are only used for local traffic, while the surrounding roads are 

large and aim at fast speed traffic.  The residential areas within the neighbourhood unit 

often belong to municipal housing companies or are housing cooperatives. Thus, from 

the housing management perspective these areas often constitute a unit for which 

maintenance and other management are planned, a management unit. 

 

 
 

Fig. 7. Årsta, the first Swedish Neighbourhood unit just after construction 

(Arkitekturmuséet, 2003) 
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•   Possesses economic prerequisites 

The Small Neighbourhood might also have economic prerequisites; according to Svane 

(ibid) many Small Neighbourhoods can reduce their operational costs because of 

reduced energy use etc. and this might benefit the residents.  

 

• Possesses social and organisational prerequisites8  

Many Small Neighbourhoods have a local residents’ organisation and there might also 

be some social interaction between the residents, at least what is called “face-to-face-

contacts”. The maintenance of a Small Neighbourhood also has social implications. 

Managers often plan maintenance in consultation with the residents and when measures 

are supposed to be carried out, information meetings are usually held. Larger 

maintenance measures such as exchange of sewage pipes can influence a lot on the 

residents’ life. Thus, maintenance already is a theme for dialogue between residents and 

manages and between residents. If environmental measures also are introduced, this 

might become yet another a theme for dialogue and perhaps also lead to increased 

awareness and changed habits among the residents.  

 

Another early assumption related to this was that the property rights of the Small 

Neighbourhood might fulfil some of the conditions for sustainable CPR management, 

or at least an environmental practice might lead to the evolvement of such conditions. 

The Swedish Small Neighbourhood is often a management unit of a municipal housing 

company, thus it is local government property. Furthermore, in many such Small 

Neighbourhoods there are as mentioned local tenants’ organisations that might facilitate 

increased influence of the residents. There are also many Small Neighbourhoods that 

are group properties, i.e. housing cooperatives, where decision-making is a democratic 

process. Only a smaller amount of the Small Neighbourhoods is owned by private 

landlords (Statistiska Centralbyrån, 2000).  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8 Here my expectations were different from those of my supervisor;  I had less expectation on the social 
interactions as a means for communication on environmental measures. 
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Aim of the study 

As mentioned in the introduction the aim of the study was to explore how maintenance 

and environmental measures could be combined, to study the perquisites for a 

maintenance-based environmental practice and to create a process of mutual learning 

and perhaps also introduce action within the cases studied. This might be done in 

different ways, however in this study I developed “Environmental strategies” for the 

two Small Neighbourhoods studied. The environmental strategy was something in 

between a plan and a vision, proposing a maintenance-based environmental practice. 

The environmental strategies had a time span of 10 to 20 years, since this is a common 

time span for planning maintenance (Nilsson, 2003). The strategies were also a way to 

explore the possibilities for the stakeholders involved to reduce the negative 

environmental impacts. What measures could they carry out? 

 

Also the early assumptions previously mentioned were explored in the Small 

Neighbourhoods studied, i.e. were they valid for the Small Neighbourhoods studied? 

Furthermore the study aimed at exploring conditions for sustainable CPR management: 

what CPRs are used by the Idö-Våldö and Järven residents? Which is the status of the 

information about CPR use to the stakeholders? Do the stakeholders feel reciprocity 

and trust, and do they have the possibility to sanction unsustainable use of resources? 

Could the property rights support a more sustainable use of the resources? 

 

Besides this, an intention was that the stakeholders, i.e. residents and managers in the 

cases studied, would participate in the process of developing environmental strategies 

and perhaps also use the knowledge produced. The reason for this was that such a 

mutual learning process would produce more knowledge for both researchers and the 

research participants. It was also hoped that this would be a way to disseminate the 

knowledge in a more efficient way.  
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2.2 Research strategy 
 

The study of Idö-Våldö and Järven is a two-case case study, based on case study 

methodology. Thus a few units are studied from a holistic perspective with a variety of 

methods in order to triangulate data and theories (Yin 1994; Stake, 1995). The reason 

for using case study methodology is that it gives a possibility to study a few cases in 

depth, which was considered more interesting in this case than for instance a purely 

quantitative study. However, this study could benefit from a supplementary quantitative 

study on a larger amount of Small Neighbourhoods studying for instance how many of 

those have planned maintenance etc.  

 

Since the aim was to interact with the participants and perhaps also that the participants 

would use the knowledge produced, action research (AR) could be said to constitute a 

part of the research strategy. At the time, however, the concept of AR was used in an 

unreflected way, simply because it was not considered as an AR study then,  even if it

was supposed to be interactive. However, afterwards I started to reflect upon

 research process and found similarities with action research and my the research.

These reflections are further discussed in PART II of the cover essay. 

 

 

Selection of cases 

The selection of cases started before the actual study and continued within it. The first 

step, which was taken by my supervisor before the study was started, was to ask 

environmental managers of Swedish housing organisations for advice. Thus, the 

selection strived to find multi- family residential areas that fulfilled the criteria 

mentioned:  

 

• A management unit; maintenance should be separately planned for this unit. 

• Part of a neighbourhood unit; it should be built between 1950 and 1970. 

• A Small Neighbourhood, i.e. social and organisational unit. 

• In need of maintenance. 
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Since the study aimed at action and collaboration with managers and residents, another 

selection criterion was a positive attitude and interest among the managers and 

residents of the cases. It was also considered important that different types of property 

rights systems were represented, i.e. Small Neighbourhoods owned and managed by a 

municipal housing company, a housing cooperative and private landlord respectively. 

 

The environmental managers of four national housing organisations were contacted and 

they proposed about ten local housing organisations managing residential areas that 

fulfilled the criteria mentioned. Of these local organisations, four were interested in 

participating. It was decided that the first study, should be carried out in collaboration 

with SKB, a cooperative economic association that manages about 6500 flats in 

Stockholm (Stockholms Kooperativa Bostadsförening, 2001). SKB proposed the case 

study area, Idö-Våldö, a management unit that according to them fulfilled the criteria 

mentioned.  

 

The next case was also selected before the project started. This study should be carried 

out in collaboration with HSB Malmö, which is a regional management organisation for 

housing co-operatives (Nilsson, 2003). HSB Malmö proposed the case study area, 

Järven, a housing cooperative that according to the environmental manager fulfilled the 

criteria mentioned.  

 

From the start the aim was to study another two cases, i.e. in total four cases, but quite 

soon I found that two cases would be enough, since the studies were more time 

consuming than expected. It was seen as more important to get deeply into the two 

cases mentioned than to do four shallow studies.  

 

 

The study processes 

The study of Idö-Våldö and Järven lasted from 2001 to 2003. Each case study consisted 

of a process of interaction between me and the key persons (some residents and 

managers). This process could be divided into three phases: Data collection, preparation 

of environmental strategy, and evaluation of the strategy9. Running in parallel with this 

                                                 
9 The licentiate thesis (Nilsson, 2003) provides a more extensive report on the study process and on 
methods used. 
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process was my own process of reflection and writing. This process proceeded after the 

studies of Idö-Våldö and Järven were finished.  

 

Data collection 

The first study concerned Idö-Våldö managed by SKB. Its first phase was a 

characterisation of the area in order to be able to make an environmental plan/strategy. 

This was also combined with contact making and searching for informants. In Idö-

Våldö I conducted meetings with the local residents’ organisation, the “local council”, 

and I also interviewed residents that were not members of the board of the local 

council.  

 

As a guide for the characterisation, a checklist was developed. This was revised during 

the process, and contained the following:  

 

• The place: Description of the Small Neighbourhood, and the surrounding 

neighbourhood unit. 

• Residents: Number, age and gender distribution etc. 

• Management organisation: Description of the organisation, its officers and 

environmental ambitions. 

• Local residents’ organisation: Description of this organisation, its members 

and environmental ambitions. 

• The buildings: Year of construction, technical description, planned 

maintenance etc. 

• Environmental data: Data on energy and other resources used in the area, and 

the waste/waste water produced. 

 

I collected data according to the checklist via a multitude of methods, for instance 

interviews with managers at SKB and residents in Idö-Våldö, observations in the area 

and document studies.  

 

Also in the study of the housing cooperative Järven the checklist was used. However, 

even if many of the methods for characterisation were the same as for Idö-Våldö, the 

research process was different here, partly because of different conditions of the case 
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and partly because my skills had improved. In Järven I also supplemented the resident 

interviews with a questionnaire on the residents’ interest in different environmental 

measures, to what extent these measures could consider changing their habits and to 

what extent they might take part in environmental information at information meetings, 

information sheets etc. The questionnaire was delivered to all households by the 

chairman and the secretary of Järven’s association board. Another important difference 

between the Idö-Våldö and Järven study was that Järven had a maintenance plan for the 

coming 20 years that I could use as basis for the environmental strategy.  

 

Preparation of environmental strategy 

In the next phase, the environmental strategy was developed. Information on 

environmental measures that could be combined with maintenance was found in 

handbooks for managers (Björkholm and Svane, 1998; Holm and Persson, 1998), on 

the Internet and in a master’s thesis about maintenance based environmental practice 

(Fall, 1999). 

 

Initially the intention was that this should be done in collaboration with the managers; 

however, it turned out that I had to do most of the work myself in both cases. The 

reasons for this will be further discussed below.  

 

Evaluation of the environmental strategy 

The third step of the study was to present the environmental strategy to the key persons 

and ask them to evaluate it. The reason for doing this was to get the opinion of residents 

and managers on the strategies. What measures did they think were possible to realize 

and what were the obstacles for realizing them? Both in Idö-Våldö and Järven this was 

done on two occasions, firstly at a seminar with residents that were considered as key 

persons (members of the local council in Idö-Våldö and members of the association 

board in Järven). Secondly, a seminar with managers considered key informants was 

conducted. During these seminars the environmental strategy was presented. A 

discussion, partly on separate measures and partly on the possibilities to use the 

strategy in the areas, followed. In Järven, the seminars were supplemented with a 

second questionnaire. Here this was done in order to get the views of the “silent 

seminar members” about the environmental strategies. A year after this process was 

finished, I carried out a last evaluation in order to find out if the strategies were in use. 
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Reflection process 

Parallel to the three steps mentioned I reflected upon and wrote about the study. This 

process lasted after the process of interaction with the residents and managers of Idö-

Våldö and Järven was finished. It was performed through studying collected material 

from different angles, discussing the material with my supervisor, presenting it at 

seminars and writing about it.  

 

 

2.3 Results 
 

Idö-Våldö 

Idö-Våldö consists of two blocks of flats situated in the neighbourhood unit Farsta, a 

suburb south of Stockholm city. The area was constructed in 1959-60, and it consists of 

six three-storey buildings with 184 flats. When the study was carried out, ca 300 

persons lived there, i.e. 1,7 person per household. The flats are rented to the residents 

by SKB, a cooperative association that owns the flats. The tenants are members of SKB 

and in each management unit, such as Idö-Våldö, there is as mentioned a “local 

council” that functions as a link between residents and managers. The residents elect 

the members of the local organisation. In Idö-Våldö, however, just a few residents were 

interested of being members of the local council. Therefore those who showed an 

interest more or less automatically became members. Their influence is also quite 

limited, since they have no right to take decisions, just to influence in an indirect way 

by discussing with the managers.  



 51 

 
 

The residents interviewed considered Idö-Våldö quiet and well kept, except for the 

traffic passing by with a too high speed on the local street. However, this could only be 

changed by the municipality that so far has declined to take measures.  

 

The Idö-Våldö residents seemed to plan for remaining in the area. Statistics showed 

that residents usually stay there for long. A greater share of the residents than the 

average of Stockholm was elderly persons or young adults. Most of the interviewed 

residents were content with jus t having their flat and not interested in neighbourhood 

activities.   

 

 

 
 
Fig. 8. Idö-Våldö.  
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Not surprisingly, Idö-Våldö is dependent on distant CPRs. However, a great deal of the 

energy is produced quite 

locally with the principle of 

recycling, since the energy 

comes from waste incineration 

in a plant situated in southern 

Stockholm. The water and 

energy use as well as the waste 

production of Idö-Våldö were 

quite close to the Stockholm 

average for similar types of 

houses. However, as mentioned 

even the average citizen in 

Stockholm has a too large 

Ecological Footprint and thus 

also the Idö-Våldö resident.  

 

The residents had no easily 

accessible information on the 

use of energy and water etc, but 

the managers were well 

informed about this. SKB had, 

as part of a previous ambitious 

environmental practice, already 

introduced some environmental 

measures in the area, such as waste separation facilities, composts and engine 

preheaters for private cars. The interviewed residents were positive to the measures but 

observations and interviews indicated for instance that few used the composts. A 

committed resident also complained of the disorder in the waste separation room. 

However, there were no possibilities for the residents to directly sanction this 

behaviour. Neither were there any means to influence or sanction high indoor 

temperature or water use.  

 

 

 

 

Fig. 9. Situation plan of Idö-Våldö, appr. scale 1:3000. The 

small black spots are composts, waste and waste 

separation facilities. 

 

 

N 
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The development of the environmental strategy, however, indicated that several 

additional measures could be carried out by the managers in order to reduce the 

negative environmental impacts. For instance extra façade insulation and new windows 

would save energy. Such measures would however conflict with the cultural historical 

values of the buildings. A new and larger indoor venue for gathering the residents 

would create better opportunities for residents’ meetings and a dialogue on 

environmental practice between residents and managers. Each occasion for painting, 

changing laundry machines etc could also be used for selecting more environmentally 

sustainable alternatives.  

 

However, an important obstacle when developing the environmental strategy as well as 

for realising it was that SKB had no maintenance plan. In general SKB showed a 

surprisingly low interest in the study, especially since they were very positive in the 

beginning. This was also surprising considering that they had established an ambitious 

environmental practice some years before.  

 

The reason for the low interest could be explained partly by the pressing situation at the 

moment with overworked staff and partly by the fact that the enthusiastic 

environmental coordinator left for a new job and was replaced during the study. The 

new environmental coordinator had a competence different from the former one, her 

work was supposed to be focused on technical environmental measures during 

construction rather than socio-technical measures during maintenance and 

refurbishment.  

 

Also the interest among the residents participating was limited. There were some 

members of the local council that were interested, however, their possibilities to 

influence was as mentioned very limited.   

 

A small follow-up afterwards indicates that the knowledge from my research and the 

development of the environmental strategy was neither used in Idö-Våldö nor more 

generally in SKB. 
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Järven 

Järven consists of two high-rise buildings in the neighbourhood unit Lorensborg south 

of Malmö city. It was constructed in 1958-59 and has 322 flats. When the study was 

carried out, ca 420 persons lived there, i.e. 1,3 persons per household. Järven is a 

housing cooperative, i.e. the residents/members cooperatively own the properties, and 

select a board that is responsible for the management. Järven also purchases 

management services from the management organisation HSB Malmö and from 

entrepreneurs. Thus, the board of Järven has large possibilities to influence the 

development of the area.  

 
 

Also in Järven the interviewees (and most of those who answered the questionnaire) 

considered Järven a well-kept area and the residents stay even longer here than in Idö-

Våldö. A considerably high share of the residents was elderly, and services for elderly 

were prioritised.  

 

The residents of Järven were just as the residents of Idö-Våldö dependent on distant 

CPRs. Water is taken regionally, and the energy comes from regional as well as more 

 
 
Fig. 10. Järven. 
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distant CPRs. Waste and waste water is treated regionally which causes a burden on the 

sensitive and highly populated region of Öresund (Malmö stad, 2003). Like in Idö-

Våldö the data available indicated that the resource use of the Järven residents was 

quite average compared to the rest of Malmö. However, as mentioned also the 

Ecological Footprint of Malmö residents is too large to be sustainable.  

 

Even if some energy saving measures have been taken, such as a window exchange and 

an extra façade insulation on the long side of the building, more could be done, from 

insulation of the short gables local to storm water treatment on the large lawn outside 

the buildings. Also here, a better meeting place for the residents might improve the 

possibilities for a dialogue on 

environmental practice. 

 

Unlike Idö-Våldö, Järven had 

a detailed maintenance plan. 

Therefore it was much easier 

to identify moments when 

environmental measures 

could be implemented. This 

and a certain interest among 

the board of Järven made it 

possible to make a more 

detailed environmental 

strategy for Järven than for 

Idö-Våldö. Järven also had an 

economical motive for 

measures that would reduce 

operational costs since this 

would result in direct gains 

for the residents. However, 

also the managers of HSB 

Malmö were surprisingly 

uninterested, despite their 

 

 
Fig. 11. Situation plan of Järven, appr. scale 1:2000. 

N 
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initial positive interest. This can partly be explained by the fact that the environmental 

coordinator unexpectedly changed job also here. Thus, until the evaluation of the 

environmental strategy HSB Malmö had no environmental coordinator. I had 

difficulties in finding contact persons among the staff. When a new environmental 

coordinator was employed at HSB Malmö in the end of my study, she made some 

valuable contributions, but it was too late for creating a collaborative process. Another 

obstacle for the collaboration was that HSB Malmö was going through a reorganisation 

during the study, which made the staff overworked. A third reason might be that the 

environmental interest of HSB Malmö was focused on the construction of the 

monumental high-rise building “Turning Torso” that also had environmental ambitions. 

A follow-up a year later indicates that neither Järven nor HSB Malmö used the 

knowledge from the environmental strategy.  

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
Fig. 12. The large lawn outside Järven. 
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2.4. General results and discussion 
 

The characterisation of Idö-Våldö and Järven showed two Small Neighbourhoods with 

many similarities. Both areas were constructed during the same period and they were, 

even if in need of future maintenance, reasonably well kept. The residents were to a 

great extent elderly and most of them had lived in the areas for a long period. The 

environmental strategies developed indicate several possibilities for reducing 

environmental impacts when undertaking maintenance. The individual measures could 

be categorised under the following headings:  

 

a) Cautious maintenance; by carrying out maintenance in proper time and not 

exchanging still functioning items, the flow of new materials can be minimised. 

b) Replacing with same function but more environmentally sustainable; when for 

instance laundry machines are to be exchanged, the most energy and water 

efficient ones could be selected. 

c) Taking technical environmental measures; use the occasion of for instance 

façade maintenance for extra insulation or installing solar panels. 

d) Transforming buildings and outdoor environment in order to encourage 

residents to change habits; for instance to improve biking facilities when 

carrying out maintenance on the outdoor environment.  

e) Combining maintenance measures with information and consultation in order to 

make the environmental measures a theme for dialogue between residents and 

managers that perhaps also can contribute to changed habits among the 

residents. 

 

However, the study also indicated obstacles for carrying out the measures proposed in 

the environmental strategies, for instance economic constraints and cultural historical 

values of the buildings. Thus, the different categories of objectives of “sustainable 

renovation” as identified by Botta (2005) and Stenberg and Thuvander (2005) could be 

in conflict. Extra insulation, new windows or solar panels might conflict with 

architectural or cultural historical values.  However, as seen there are also synergies, 

cautious maintenance should for instance retain architectural qualities. In order to use 

maintenance for reducing the negative environmental impacts it might however 
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sometimes be necessary to compromise between different aims; one may ask what is 

most important, to keep a façade intact or to save energy? It might also be possible to 

design façades, windows and solar panels in such a way that they add architectural 

qualities to the building. In order to overcome economic restraints it might sometimes 

be necessary to plan expensive measures in quite remote a future when the economy 

allows for such an investment and the associated technology hopefully has become 

cheaper. 

 

However, in Idö-Våldö the direct and most important obstacle for developing the 

environmental strategy was the absence of a maintenance plan. The manager 

responsible for maintenance had his own system for planning maintenance that neither 

was adapted for discussing with others, nor organised over time.  

 

 

Idö-Våldö and Järven less favourable than expected 

As earlier mentioned the starting point for the study was the assumption that the Small 

Neighbourhood has some favourable conditions for maintenance based environmental 

practice, for instance that it is an administrative, technical and social unit. However, in 

the cases studied the conditions were not as favourable as expected.  

 

The administrative conditions showed to be different from the expected, especially for 

Idö-Våldö. The economic motives for reducing operational costs by i.e. saving energy 

and water, in an individual maintenance unit were weak in SKB since costs as well as 

revenues are distributed over the whole stock. Thus, if Idö-Våldö saves energy, this will 

not reduce the rent for the residents of Idö-Våldö more than marginally.  However, for 

Järven, the administrative and economic conditions for carrying out maintenance-based 

environmental practice were more favourable. Järven had a maintenance plan with a 

time span of 20 years that was very detailed and useful. In Järven economically, 

reduced energy use etc. would be noticeable for the residents, and thus more 

interesting. 

 

Also from a social perspective, the conditions appeared different from the expectations 

in both Idö-Våldö and Järven. Residents were active in local committees and activities 

to some extent, but probably less than was assumed by Svane (1999). However, this 
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was more in accordance with my expectations. The potential for arranging common 

activities for environmental sustainability was not the best possible: The local 

organisation and the common activities attracted mainly elderly residents that were 

more interested in traditional activities such as bus travels and visits to theatres, and the 

younger residents did not seem to be interested in neighbourhood activities. Many of 

the younger residents were not even interested in information meetings and 

consultation, or did not have time enough for this. Both the local council of Idö-Våldö 

and the association board of Järven had problems to recruit new members. Younger 

residents seemed to prefer other ways of involvement and communication, for instance 

via Internet.  

 

What surprised me more was the low interest among the managers. It was expected that 

the managers would participate to a greater extent since the management organizations 

were selected because of a supposed positive interest for the study. Some 

representatives even showed a negative attitude towards the study. This combined with 

reorganisations and exchange of committed environmental coordinators in both SKB 

and HSB Malmö complicated the study considerably and probably also influenced the 

 
 
Fig. 13. Well-kept pergola in Järven, empty when the picture was taken but otherwise 

commonly used according to the residents. 
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results. If the managers had supported me to a greater extent, I would probably have 

concluded that the possibilities to use the environmental strategy as a tool for 

environmental practice as larger.   

 

 

Distant and local CPRs 

The results indicate as mentioned that maintenance could constitute a repeated series of 

Situations of Opportunity of varying size. The formative moment can be anything from 

façade maintenance to changing lamps. This is probably also the case in other, similar 

Small Neighbourhoods in Sweden and other Western countries. However, in order to 

use this formative moment and make it a Situation of Opportunity the basic conditions 

must be favourable.  

 

Let us thus return to the conditions for sustainable use of CPRs. The local commons in 

both Idö-Våldö and Järven seemed to be managed in quite a sustainable way. Many of 

the answers in the questionnaire and of the interviews indicated the importance of a 

clean and well-kept outdoor environment. Especially the elderly respondents associated 

the word environment only with local surroundings.  

 

Not very surprisingly the distant CPRs were both mentally and literally distant for the 

residents. Except for the composts and waste separation facilities in Idö-Våldö the links 

between the built environment and its resource base were thus invisible. In both areas 

storm water is hidden, and in Järven waste was thrown into the refuse chutes in the 

stairways. Energy is provided through invisible pipes and cables and it is difficult for 

the residents to control the temperature. The origin of the tap water is hidden for the 

residents, as well as the treatment of the sewage water. This distance also seemed to 

affect the interest in changing habits in a negative way. Some of the residents instead 

expressed a concern in environmental problems connected to their summerhouse. 

There, they were willing to compost and save water and were worried about the visible 

euthropication of the Baltic Sea nearby.  

 

According to Ostrom (2000), sustainable CPR use presumes co-operation and control. 

In Järven and Idö-Våldö the co-operation as well as control seemed to exist to some 

extent, at least considering the close CPRs. However, this did not include the distant 
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CPR use. There were just a few residents expressing a wish for common environmental 

activities. One of the interviewees of Idö-Våldö told that he monitored the waste 

separation facilities and complained about the carelessness there, but he could not take 

any sanctioning measures. Also considering the use of other resources such as energy 

or water there were no sanctioning measures for those having a high indoor temperature 

or those using loads of hot water.  

 

In the environmental strategies measures for visualising the infrasystems were 

proposed, for instance local storm water treatment in channels and dams, composts and 

local plantations. Also measures for increasing collaboration, for instance consultation 

meetings for planning environmental measures, as well as sanctioning measures were 

proposed, for instance measurement of indoor temperature and extra payment for high 

such. Thus, an interesting question that was not answered in this study would be if an 

environmental strategy could create better conditions for sustainable management of 

distant CPRs. In order to address this question a long-term study in a Small 

Neighbourhood where the environmental strategies were indeed realised would be 

necessary.  

 

 

Eco Modernisation and Deep Ecology 

In the previous chapter, Eco Modernisation was mentioned as a concept indicating that 

environmental impacts could be reduced through technical measures and changed 

routines. This concept was contrasted to Deep Ecology. Most of the environmental 

measures proposed in the environmental strategies could be categorised as Eco 

Modernisation since they were considered possible to realize combined with 

maintenance. However, the idea of interaction between residents and managers are 

more in line with the ideas of Deep Ecology as well as the measures aiming at 

visualising the infrasystems and creating links between nature and the use of the built 

environment. The aim of these measures was to change the way the residents and 

managers relate to the environment and perhaps to create a feeling of responsibility 

towards nature some of the residents had in their summerhouses. As mentioned, in 

order to study if such a change could evolve a long-term study would be necessary.   
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The use of indoor space is another feature that, if changed would reduce the negative 

environmental impact considerably. Most of the flats in both areas where three-room 

flats and as mentioned around 1.5 residents (1.7 and 1.3) lived in each flat, i.e the flats 

could comfortably hold more residents. I did not propose any measures for doing so, 

but from a Deep Ecology perspective this would be interesting to study further. 

 

 

Another research strategy 

The results of this study in general indicate many possibilities and some obstacles for 

using maintenance as a series of Situations. However, the local circumstances of the 

cases indicate more obstacles than possibilities. This might also be mirrored in that the 

environmental strategies seemed to be forgotten some months after the studies were 

finished. A conclusion, based on this study is that the prerequisites for developing and 

realising an environmental strategy might be more favourable in a housing co-operative 

that is a member of HSB than in SKB, at least if the residents should be involved. In the 

regulations of the HSB federation it is stated that each cooperative should have a 

maintenance plan.  The HSB housing cooperative has economic motives and a more 

democratic system for decision-making than the management unit of SKB. If in 

addition that there are interested residents as well as far-sighted managers, the 

conditions can become quite favourable.    

 

Besides all external factors discussed here there is something else that might have 

influenced the results: The research strategy. As mentioned earlier, I found that the 

study had elements of action research, i.e. I interacted with the research participants 

more than in conventional studies and there was an ambition that the study would be a 

process of mutual learning that might lead also to action. The question thus is what 

might have happened if I had had more insights in action research. Could a modified 

research strategy have increased the interest among the stakeholders involved? 

 

 

Summary of Chapter 2 

In this chapter a study of two residential areas, two Small Neighbourhoods have been 

presented. In the study, environmental strategies for the areas were developed. The aim 

was partly to study possibilities and obstacles for combining maintenance and 
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environmental practice. Partly the aim was to produce knowledge that could be used by 

the practitioners. The initial assumption was that a Small Neighbourhood exhibits 

favourable conditions for sustainable use of CPRs and that maintenance could be a 

Situation of Opportunity. The results indicate that maintenance embraces several 

Situations of Opportunity; however the conditions of the Small Neighbourhoods 

studied and its managers were less favourable for an environmental practice than 

expected. Low interest among managers, lack of planned maintenance and low interest 

in distant CPRs were some of the obstacles. The practitioners did not continue the 

process after the research project was finished, which was an ambition of the study. 

This probably depends on the unfavourable conditions of the cases, but it might also 

depend on the research strategy. In the next section, theory of science and research 

methodology will be discussed in order to analyse how to carry out Action Research for 

Environmentally Sustainable Housing.  
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PART II: 

Using research as a tool for 

change 
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3. Action Research for 

Environmentally Sustainable Housing 
 

By structure, method, and content, sustainability science must differ fundamentally from 

most science as we know it. Familiar approaches to developing and testing hypotheses are 

inadequate because of non-linearity, complexity, and long time lags between actions and 

their consequences. Additional complications arise from the recognition that humans cannot 

stand outside the nature-society system. The common sequential analytical phases of 

scientific inquiry such as conceptualizing the problem, collecting data, developing theories 

and applying the results will become parallel functions of social learning, which incorporate 

the elements of action, adaptive management and policy as experiment. Sustainability 

science will therefore need to employ new methodologies that generate the semi-

quantitative models of qualitative data, build upon lessons from case studies, and extract 

inverse approaches that work backwards from undesirable consequences to identify pathways 

that can avoid such outcomes. Scientists and practitioners will need to work together with 

the public at large to produce trustworthy knowledge and judgment that is scientifically 

sound and rooted in social understanding. 

From the Statement Friibergh Workshop on Sustainability Science 11-14 October 2000, 

(Forum on Science and Technology for Sustainability, 2006) 
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3.1 Research paradigms 
As mentioned in the starting vignette of this thesis, “The beginning…”, the research 

strategy of Idö-Våldö and Järven study initially made me puzzled, since it did not 

resemble my idea of research. It was action-oriented and aimed at collaboration 

between me, the managers and the residents. How could such research be carried out 

then? In order to answer that question a literature review has been carried out and in 

this part of the cover essay a research methodology, Action Research for 

Environmentally Sustainable Housing (ARESH) is outlined and discussed. First, 

however this kind of research is put into a scientific context using the concepts of Mode 

1 vs Mode 2 research and normal vs post-normal science. 

  

 

From one research paradigm to another 

When studying theory of science I found some theories indicating that a new research 

paradigm is evolving and that the study of Idö-Våldö and Järven could be said to 

belong to this new paradigm. According to Nowotny et al (2001) and Funtowicz & 

Ravetz (1993) the environmental issue has a significant role in this shift of paradigm. 

Criticism of the positivistic research norms was to a great extent connected to the 

discoveries of large-scale environmental problems of the 1960s and 1970s. Many 

considered modern science as a failure and this was a period when society started to 

“speak back to science” (ibid). Before that it was mostly science that “spoke to 

society”.  

 

The criticism of science continued in what is called post-modernism. The advocates of 

this orientation argued that science could not be objective. According to the post-

structuralism developed within the post-modern paradigm, everything including 

research is affected by its context (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 1994). The CUDOS’ 

norms for scientific research of “Communalism, Universiality, Disinterest, Objectivity 

and Scepticism” (Merton 1996/1957) were by the critique not considered applicable 

any more. Thus one can question if scientific research is meaningful at all, especially if 
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one goes so far as the post-structuralists who argue that there is no objective reality 

(Alvesson and Sköldberg, 1994). 

 

Gibbons et als’ (1994) 

hypothesis is that a shift in 

research paradigm has 

happened, from what they 

call Mode 1 research to what 

they call Mode 2 research. 

More and more research has 

become Mode 2 research. 

Characteristic for such 

research is that the borders 

between science and the rest 

of society are not distinct and 

the roles are not always 

clear. Nowotny et al (2001) 

even go further arguing that 

society itself has become 

Mode 2. Scientists do not any 

more have monopoly on 

production of new 

knowledge. NGOs, 

companies or others also 

produce it.  Research 

questions are often 

formulated outside the 

scientific community or in 

collaboration between 

researchers and practitioners 

and the research process 

has become a joint interest 

 
Fig. 14. Attempt to illustrate the view of knowledge exchange in 
Mode 1 research 

Researcher Society 

Study object

 

Researcher ”Researched”

Society

 
Fig. 15. Attempt to illustrate the view of knowledge exchange 
in Mode 2 research 
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Mode 1 Mode 2 

Based on academic disciplines Multidisciplinary/transdisciplinary 

and problem based 

Aims at new theories Aims at practical usefulness 

Planned and predetermined 

procedures 

Flexible and interactive 

procedures 

Strategy: first discovery then 

application 

Strategy: simultaneous discovery 

and application 

Universities steer process Universities, R&D centres, 

institutes, companies steer process 

together 

Researchers are active actors 

studying research objects 

Researchers and research 

participants interact 

 
Fig. 16. A comparison between Mode 1 and Mode 2-research based on Nowotny et al (2001) 

between researchers and practitioners. Figure 14 and 15 are attempts to illustrate the 

different views of knowledge exchange in the Mode 1 and Mode 2 research. In Mode 1 

the researcher is outside the rest of society, studying the study object and then 

disseminating the knowledge produced to society. In Mode 2 research the knowledge 

exchange happens on different levels and both researcher and “researched” are 

connected and considered as part of society.  

 

This shift is especially notable in environmental science/research. Funtowicz & Ravetz 

(1993) also make this conclusion, and they distinguish between what Kuhn considered 

“normal” research and environmental research that they consider “post-normal”.  

  

Unlike the post-modern criticism of science, Nowotny et al and Funtowicz & Ravetz 

seem to have a more optimistic view on the possibilities of scientific research. The 

models of Nowotny et al and Funtowicz & Ravetz, respectively, indicate a new 

approach to science that also can be linked to the more optimistic approach towards 

environmental problems represented by for instance the approaches of Eco 

Modernisation and Sustainable development. Much of the environmental research from 
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the 1980s until now falls under this 

less problem-focused and more 

solution-oriented approach 

(Anshelm and Hedrén, 1998). This 

also corresponds well to the 

approach of Sustainability science, 

in which it is implicitly understood 

that the aim is to find solutions and 

even to initiate change.  

 

However, the research approaches 

of Mode 2-research and post-

normal research have also been 

criticised. Mobjörk (2004) who 

evaluated MISTRA, a Swedish 

research council financing 

environmental research, is critical 

to the solution-oriented approach 

prevalent there. According to her, 

one problem with Mode 2 research 

is that strong interests in industry, 

belonging to advisory groups of 

the board, instead of the scientific 

community often formulate the 

research questions. Thus, the 

criticised “objectivity” of Mode 1 

research is replaced by 

“subjectivity” without reflection, 

which hardly is better. Another 

problem of environmental 

research, at least the one funded by 

MISTRA, is that it is still 

dominated by the ideals of natural 

 

Built Environment Analysis 

The Idö-Våldö and Järven-study was carried out 

in the research subject of Built Environment 

Analysis. Generally, the aim of Built 

Environment Analysis is to study the relations 

between the built environment, humans and 

society (Built Environment Analysis, 2006). One 

orientation of Built Environment Analysis is 

focused on environmental sustainability as the 

Idö-Våldö and Järven studies (see for instance 

Malmqvist, 2004; Kindembe, 2004; Svane, 1998; 

Svane, 1999). 

 

The subject of Built Environment Analysis that 

until the 1970s mainly worked in a quantitative 

tradition is nowadays focused on qualitative 

studies. Most research in the subject is carried 

out through case studies and case study 

methodology (Yin, 1995; Stake, 1995; 

Johansson, 2005). However, even if 

transdisciplinary and action-oriented research 

methodologies are not very common yet, there 

are indications that they will be so in future, 

one such is that a PhD course in transdisciplinary 

research has started. 

 

Built environment

People Society  

 

Fig. 17. The Built Environment Analysis triangle 

(Byggnadsfunktionslära, 1995) 
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scientists even if the aim is to study social systems. Her study indicates that MISTRA 

considers the social scientis ts to just be a link between natural scientists and society. 

This view is, according to Mobjörk, just taken from the view of Mode 1 research where 

the connection between science and rest of society is seen as linear and not as a process 

of mutual interchange.    

 

My study could also be seen as Mode 2 research since it is transdisciplinary, action-

oriented and carried out in collaboration between researchers, practitioners and users of 

the built environment. How could such research be carried out then, is there a risk that 

it becomes unreflected as Mobjörk indicates? Will this kind of research uncritically 

adapt the ideals of natural or technical science not considering the social aspects? In the 

next section a research strategy with the aim of avoiding these pitfalls, Action Research 

for Environmentally Sustainable Housing will be discussed.         

 

 

3.2 An outline of a research strategy 

This final section is a summary and elaboration of the papers Research as a Tool for 

Change? Towards a methodology for action-oriented environmental research, learning 

from case study methodology and action research (Paper I) and Action Research for 

Environmentally Sustainable Housing: Using research as a tool for change (Paper II). 

Thus, this chapter mainly refers to the papers where the original references could be 

found. In this section a research strategy, Action Research for Environmentally 

Sustainable Housing (ARESH) is outlined. Even though some concrete methods are 

proposed the main aim of this strategy is rather to increase the awareness of conflicting 

aims in such research.  

 

Summary and elaboration of paper I and paper II 

The quotation opening this chapter argues that Sustainability science is a new research 

paradigm and it is different from most other kinds of science. It requires new 

methodologies and new approaches such as introducing action and collaboration 

between researchers and practitioners. According to Martens (2006), Sustainability 

science has much in common with Mode 2 research and aims at breaking barriers 
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between researcher, practitioners and policy-makers. It is demand-driven rather than 

supply-driven, participatory rather than technocratic, subjective rather than objective, 

exploratory rather than predictive and uncertain rather than certain.  

 

The approach of Sustainability science also exhibits many similarities with the study of 

Idö-Våldö and Järven, which thus might be seen as part of this research orientation. 

One such similarity is its action orientation: Research is used as a tool for change. As 

mentioned a literature on action research study was carried out  after the empirical study 

was finished in order to find out more on how to carry out action-oriented research. 

Since there is loads of literature about Action Research I started the study by reviewing 

articles about Action Research in anthologies about qualitative research. Then I 

compared their reference lists and selected the literature mentioned in the reference list 

of more than one of the articles. Besides that I studied literature that I found to be 

relevant and interesting. This reading did also lead me the literature on theory of 

science that is discussed in this chapter. 

 

A great share of the literature studied was about action research, which also gave 

several experiences of recognition; ideas that I got during the empirical research 

process were conceptualised. The literature review was used as a basis for the two 

papers: 

• Paper I, which was written first, starts with a review of action research theory 

and a discussion on action-oriented environmental research. Thereafter the 

study of Idö-Våldö and Järven is reported and the paper ends with a discussion 

comparing the concepts of action research and the experiences of the Idö-Våldö 

and Järven study.  

• Paper II develops the research methodology ARESH (Action Research for 

Environmentally Sustainable Housing). The theoretical discussion from the first 

paper is further developed here.  

 

 

Action research 

Action research (AR) was originally developed in the 1940s in the United States and 

has been disseminated throughout the world. Today there are several different schools 

of AR, which also are more characterised by local conditions than the original ideas of 
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the original developer Kurt Lewin. Typical for AR in general is that action and research 

are combined. It is also characterised by a close collaboration between the researcher 

and the “researched”, often called “co-researchers”. In some traditions, AR is carried 

out only by those within the study, i.e. without scholar researchers. The aim of this type 

of AR is that the practitioners should reflect upon and change their practice themselves. 

However, in this thesis only AR with both scientific researchers and practitioners is 

discussed. 

 

Unlike other research, AR is considered as a process rather than a project. It is often 

visualised as a spiral, where the cycles of planning, acting and evaluating are relieving 

each other (see figure 18). Thus, if a scientific researcher limited by financial restraints 

and a defined project time carry out AR, the process is supposed to continue, driven by 

the co-researchers. The scientific researchers might then come back for a later 

evaluation. It is thus assumed that the research process of AR could be seen as three 

different processes, the joint action process and the individual processes of researchers 

and co-researchers respectively. 

Planning

Acting

Evaluating

New cycle
of action

 
 
Fig. 18. Cycles of planning, acting and evaluating are relieving each other in AR (from paper II). 
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Process 1:

The cycle of action and the 
process mutual learning

Process 2:

Learning of researcher

Process 3:

Learning of Co-
researcher

Knowledge
disseminated to 
scientific society

Knowledge
Disseminated to 
practitioners

Planning

Acting

Evaluating Planning

Acting

Evaluating

 
 
Fig. 19. An attempt to illustrate the three parallel processes of AR from paper II, but slightly 
modified. 

 

What is meant with “action” in AR is not specified in the literature studied, but reports 

from empirical studies indicate that the action can be of many different kinds, from 

organising a fisherman cooperative to initiating a self-study process in order to increase 

the productivity of a company (see paper II). Besides this the aim is also to produce 

knowledge. Sometimes these two aims can be closely interlinked and difficult to 

separate. In paper II we could see that action could for instance be the learning process 

itself. In figure 19 I have illustrated how AR could be constituted of the cycle of action 

from figure 18 and of three kinds of learning processes, or knowledge production 

processes. The large arrow behind the action cycle illustrates the process of mutual 

learning when researchers and co-researchers collaborate in the action cycle. Besides 

that I argue that that there are two separate processes of learning or knowledge 

production. The researcher with her/his skills and aims might learn something else than 

the co-researchers, something that is relevant for her/his field of research. This 

knowledge is disseminated through scientific papers, conferences etc. Also the co-

researcher with her/his skills might learn things that are less interesting to the scientific 

researchers but of value for other co-researchers such as other practitioners in the same 
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field. This knowledge might then be disseminated through practitioner reports, 

dialogues between practitioners etc.  

 

As seen the mutual process of learning is not disseminated in the figure. The reason for 

that is that the ways to disseminate such knowledge have to be further studied, and 

according to Falkheden and Malbert (2004) arenas for such knowledge dissemination 

need to be more developed.  

 

In paper II three different kinds of knowledge based on Habermas’ knowledge aims are 

discussed according to this theory. One knowledge aim is to produce technical 

knowledge, i.e. knowledge on how to create a fisherman cooperative or how to build a 

house. Another knowledge aim is to produce hermeneutic (understanding) knowledge10, 

i.e. knowledge that aims at understanding a process, for instance reflection on a 

practice. The third knowledge aim requires both technical and hermeneutic knowledge 

but it aims at a critical understanding of the case and surrounding structures. This kind 

of knowledge is called emancipatory knowledge. As discussed in paper II the 

emancipatory knowledge aim is mostly included when the AR study is carried out with 

marginalised co-researchers where an important objective is to make the co-researchers 

aware of their situation and the reasons for it. This kind of research has, as mentioned 

in paper I, to a great extent been carried out in Latin America and Africa.  

 

On the other hand much AR is carried out with only the technical and hermeneutic 

knowledge aims. Such research is often carried out in action research with “strong” co-

researchers such as managers of companies. For this type of research the objective is to 

study processes in the company rather than to question for instance its power relations.  

 

Common for all AR is that it is social science-oriented and used in fields such as 

education, organisational development and work-place research. In Sweden it has for 

instance been used in for instance learning at work places (Ohlsson, 1996). With a wide 

definition however, some AR could include as technical research, for instance the 

development of innovations in collaboration with companies.  

 

                                                 
10 The technical and hermeneutic knowledge aim could be compared to the aristotelian concepts of 
techne and phronesis used by Flyvbjerg (2001). 
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In paper I it is argued that AR belongs to Mode 2-research. Also the idea of social 

constructivism is fundamental for AR, i.e. that the participants of AR are seen as 

subjective and dependent on the surrounding structures. Unlike Mode 1-research the 

ideal is not objectivity. In order to be able to reflect critically it is instead emphasised 

that the researcher should be open and frame her/his own biases and assumptions. This 

approach is called critical subjectivity and is discussed in paper II. Other concepts used 

in AR for emphasising the importance of critical subjectivity and to indicate that it 

includes different types of research are the concepts of first-, second- and third-person 

research. First-person research is to be critically subjective scrutinising ones own 

motives. Second-person research means that researchers should scrutinize each other’s 

work and could be compared to the process peer reviewing in the scientific society. 

Third-person research is the research with people who otherwise are mentioned as 

“researched” or “research objects”. In AR these three types of research are considered 

equally important.11 

 

Methods for collecting and analysing data in AR could be any that are appropriate. In 

paper I it is argued that all AR-studies are case studies. Thus, it is argued that methods 

                                                 
11  Instead of these concepts, the concept of intersubjectivity could be used. That involves mutual 
understanding and common sense (Grady and Wells , 1985). 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Fig. 20. Illustration of possible conflicts in AR (from paper II but slightly modified) 

 



 76 

used in case studies and the control procedures of case study methodology could be 

used. However, unlike many conventional case studies the action researcher should not 

be a just a distant observer. Focus group interviews, workshops, parties, theatres are 

examples of methods mentioned in paper I that could be used for interaction and 

involvement. Even more important than the methods, however, is the attitude of the 

researcher; instead of being distant and observing, interaction on equal grounds is 

recommended.  

 

A difficulty in AR is how to balance between the different aims; this is discussed both 

in paper I and paper II. One aim is to improve the situation for the co-researchers, and 

this is often considered the most important. However, the researcher and the co-

researchers might disagree on what is best for the co-researchers. The co-researchers 

might for instance prefer to keep the shantytown where they live, while the researcher 

wants to show them how to build better houses. In paper II it is mentioned that AR has 

been seen as a tension between participation and “social engineering”, where social 

engineering means that the researcher tries to teach or to lead the researched to do what 

she/he thinks is best. The researcher thus has to be aware of her/his own normativity 

and select what is most important, to follow the wishes of the co-researchers or to teach 

them own ideas. 

 

The papers, however, also indicate other conflict areas. There is fo r instance a conflict 

between social engineering and pure reflective research, i.e. the kind of research carried 

out in Mode 1. If the researcher acts as the agent of change, telling the co-researchers 

what to do, it becomes difficult for the researcher to be distant and critically reflect 

upon the process. Thus, the researcher might have to select between being mainly a 

distant observer or more of a “teacher”. 

 

The aims of reflective research and participation, respectively, also involve conflicts. 

To what extent should co-researchers and researchers collaborate in this process? A 

very participatory research approach can conflict with the research aim of critically 

reflecting upon the co-researcher, i.e. it is difficult to combine the roles of being a 

“team member” and a distant observer. Thus, three potentially conflicting aims have 

been defined: research, participation and social engineering and these are illustrated by 

the triangle in fig. 20. 



 77 

  

Action Research for Environmentally Sustainable Housing 

Action research has as mentioned been used in educational research and in 

organisational development. It has to some extent also been used for environmental 

education (Stapp, Arjen and Stankorb, 1996). In Sweden AR has been used in 

collaborative learning processes aiming at a more environmentally sustainable food 

production. In these processes different stakeholders in the chain of food production 

and scientific researchers have met and interacted at workshops (Ljung, 2002).  

 

However, in this paper AR is applied to research for environmentally sustainable 

housing.  I outlined a research strategy called Action Research for Environmentally 

Sustainable Housing (ARESH) in paper II, based on empirical experiences and the 

literature review. This strategy is connected to the concepts of CPR management, 

Sustainable Development and Situations of Opportunity as introduced in PART I of the 

cover essay. The aim of ARESH could for instance be to study and initiate action in 

Situations of Opportunity connected to housing. In the Idö-Våldö and Järven study, the 

maintenance of a Small Neighbourhood was seen as a series of Situations of 

Opportunity. Other types of Situations that could be studied are as mentioned; 

construction of new buildings, refurbishment and changed use of indoor space. The aim 

could also be to explore and perhaps initiate action in a property rights system, for 

instance a housing cooperative, in order to study the prerequisites for sustainable CPR 

management. 

 

Important to note is that this is just one of many possible proposals on research 

strategies for environmentally sustainable housing. Such knowledge could also be 

produced in non action-oriented case studies or through quantitative studies. However, 

the reason for proposing this research strategy besides developing the methodology in 

the Idö-Våldö and Järven-studies is that the theories on Mode 2 research and post-

normal science, the evolvement of Sustainability Science, and experience from my own 

research environment indicate that action-oriented and transdisciplinary research is 

becoming more common. In order to carry out such research I argue in paper II that 

reflection on research methodology is necessary.  
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In paper II it is argued that also ARESH could be visualised as a spiral where the co-

researchers continue the action process after the action has been initiated. ARESH 

could also be seen as in figure 19 with the action cycle in the middle and the three 

parallel processes of learning – the process of mutual learning, and the learning 

processes of researchers and co-researchers, respectively. Like in AR it can be difficult 

to separate action and learning in ARESH, sometimes the process of learning could be 

the action, sometimes action involves that measures are taken, for instance that 

different environmental measures are carried out. Researchers and co-researchers, 

respectively, also here responsible for disseminating the knowledge produced to their 

communities, but it is so far difficult to say how the common body of knowledge 

produced in the mutual learning process might be disseminated.  

 

The co-researchers in ARESH are the stakeholders mentioned in PART I of the cover 

essay. If the Situation of Opportunity in focus is construction, constructors and 

developers and in some cases the future residents are the co-researchers. If the Situation 

in focus is the maintenance process the stakeholders are the managers and to some 

extent the residents. One important aim of ARESH should be to find out what the 

different co-researchers could influence.  

 

Like AR, ARESH could have different knowledge aims. It could be to produce 

technical knowledge on for instance how to install solar panels, or to produce 

hermeneutic knowledge on how to implement an environmental practice. It could also 

be to create emancipatory knowledge on for instance the structures in society that 

influence consumption and other behaviours that in turn lead to environmental 

degradation. The emancipatory knowledge could as well be useful in order to discuss 

what the co-researchers can influence and what is beyond their control.  In paper II 

these different knowledge aims are compared to the previously mentioned approaches 

of Eco Modernisation and Deep Ecology, respectively. As seen in PART I of this 

thesis, I made some reflections on the environmental strategies of Idö-Våldö and Järven 

related to Eco Modernisation and Deep Ecology. I found that most measures proposed 

were in line with the view of Eco Modernisation, i.e. energy saving etc technical 

measures and changed routines, but in the studies there were some interesting issues 

related to the more critical view of Deep Ecology that would be interesting to study 

further, for instance the use of indoor space.  



 79 

 

An ARESH study could thus be more oriented towards Eco Modernisation or towards 

Deep Ecology.  If oriented towards Eco Modernisation, the knowledge aims would 

mainly be technical and hermeneutic; to produce knowledge on technical measures or 

on how to implement an environmental practice. If the study aims at critically 

discussing the structures in line with Deep Ecology, emancipatory knowledge has to be 

added.  

 

In paper II it is argued that ARESH includes the same conflicting aims of reflection and 

participation as AR. It is suggested in the paper that the concept of “social engineering” 

could be replaced with “green engineering”, i.e. the researcher wants to control the 

environmental action in a certain direction, for instance argue for environmental 

measures that the participants are sceptical to but that might be very beneficial from an 

environmental perspective. Examples of such measures could be lowered indoor 

temperature or urine separation toilets. The approach of “green engineering” could thus 

conflict with a participatory approach or a reflective approach in the same way as 

“social engineering”. I would even argue that the conflict is emphasised here since 

environmental measures could conflict with other aims, for instance the social and 

economic ones.    

 

The experiences of the Idö-Våldö and Järven-study as well as the literature study 

indicate that it is difficult if not impossible to unite these three approaches. A high level 

of participation is for instance hard to combine with a high level of researcher 

reflection. The researcher cannot be distant and close simultaneously. A high level of 

“green engineering” is hard to combine with a high level of participation etc. Thus the 

researcher has to select a main approach and orientate the study somewhere within the 

triangle. If the study of Idö-Våldö and Järven is placed in the triangle of the figure, it 

would fall closer to research and “green engineering” than to participation. The reason 

for this is that also measures that were not in line with the wishes of the co-researchers 

were proposed in the environmental strategies. 

 

The main aim of the study was to study possibilities for combining maintenance and 

environmental measures rather realising the strategies. However, with more knowledge 

of AR I might have selected a more participatory approach, trying to involve the 
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Participation

Research

Social/green 
engineering

The Idö-Våldö and 
Järven-study

 
 
Fig. 21. Orientating the Idö-Våldö and Järven-study within the triangle. If carrying out the 

study with knowledge of AR the dot should probably have been closer to the “participation” 

corner. 

residents and managers to a greater extent. This might have simplified collaboration. 

The reason why I think so is that I felt when carrying out the studies of Idö-Våldö and 

Järven, that the ideas on what the environmental strategies should look like were too 

settled. With a more open mind for the ideas of the co-researchers, their interest might 

have become larger, despite the difficult circumstances of the cases.  
 

 

How to carry out ARESH 

As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, ARESH could be seen as part of 

Sustainability science: Scientists and practitioners are supposed to collaborate and the 

study is normative with elements of action. Thus, this thesis has showed the importance 

of being aware of possible conflicts between action, reflection and participation in such 

research. Some “new” methods are also proposed, for instance participatory methods of 

action research.  

 

In the quotation opening this chapter it is proposed that Sustainability science will 

therefore employ new methodologies…and extract inverse approaches that work 

backwards from undesirable consequences to identify pathways that can avoid such 

outcomes.  Such methods were not used in the Idö-Våldö and Järven study, but in paper 

I and paper II a methodology for working backwards is proposed. The methodology, 

Participative backcasting is used in futures studies in order to develop scenarios for a 

desirable future. This methodology could be used in studies of Small Neighbourhoods 

in order to involve the co-researchers in creating scenarios for future sustainable Small 

Neighbourhoods. These scenarios could then guide the development of environmental 
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strategies. In applying this method, the researchers should just give the main objectives 

for a sustainable Small Neighbourhood, i.e. how much energy it should use in 10 or 20 

years. The time frame of the environmental strategy also becomes the date for the 

scenario. Thus, the scenario illustrates the end date of the time frame of the strategy. 

Provided information on a variety of environmental measures and on how much energy 

use etc has to be reduced, the co-researchers themselves should then propose a line of 

action.  

 

In order to meet demands on validation and generalisability, methods for qualitative 

social science could be used. In such research, transferability is more often used than 

the natural sciences oriented concept generalisability, since the aim rather is to transfer 

knowledge to others than generalise to the knowledge to other cases. The works of 

social scientist Robert Stake (for instance Stake, 1995) could be used as a guide, 

showing how to control the validity of qualitative data and how to transfer the 

knowledge. Stake mentions for instance that naturalistic generalisation might be a way 

that knowledge can be transferred; one example could be when the reader of a scientific 

report adds the new knowledge to her/his own earlier experience of similar cases 

(Stake, 2000).   

 

Also the mentioned concept of critical subjectivity is useful, i.e. awareness of 

researcher normativity. As mentioned, ARESH includes many potential conflicts or 

dilemmas that cannot be fully avoided.  

 

 

Summary of Chapter 3 

In this part of the cover essay, a methodology for research as a tool for change has been 

outlined. An overall conclusion is that an action-oriented and transdisciplinary type of 

research is evolving. This conclusion is based on the literature study but also on 

experiences from the field of research for environmentally sustainable housing. Such 

research could for instance be used in order to study the Situation of Opportunity 

discussed in PART I of the cover essay. This type of research could be called 

Sustainability science, more generally Mode 2 or post-normal research. According to 

Nowotny et al (2001), a great deal of the future knowledge will be produced in this way 

since society also has become Mode 2 oriented. Thus, in order to manage this situation 
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I argue that it is better to discuss and reflect upon this type of knowledge production 

rather than maintaining to use a defensive standpoint by for instance arguing that such 

knowledge production could not be considered scientific. Thus, a research methodology 

for action-oriented and collaborative research for environmentally sustainable housing, 

ARESH has been outlined. This methodology includes several dilemmas, should the 

researcher for instance be a distant observer or a team member? Should the researcher 

mainly learn from the co-researchers or should she/he rather teach them?  Such 

questions have to be considered if this type of research should not become criticised 

for being unreflected in the way that that Mobjörk (2004) points out as a risk with 

Mode 2 research. However, as well as discussing dilemmas in ARESH it is also 

important to see the possibilities with this new type of knowledge production and to 

discuss methods for participation and action. In this thesis it is proposed that action 

research that has been used for several years might serve as a source of inspiration.  
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The end… 
 

This was my journey through the research paradigms. In some ways the circle is closed. 

I have returned from a several years long excursion into the natural and engineering 

sciences and now I am back to my main interest; interaction between people.  My hope 

is that the learning process narrated in this thesis also provides insights for other 

researchers pending between reflection and action, natural science and social science, 

activism and management and all the other tensions discussed here.   

 

In a scientific context it is customary to end by recommending areas for future research. 

As I see it, the wide field of Sustainability science and research for environmentally 

sustainable housing gives infinite alternatives. One of them is to continue the 

theoretical discussion on methodology for such research. However, the most tempting 

one for me would be to return from theoretical studies to the field, to a Small 

Neighbourhood or another situation/unit where the stakeholders in using their influence 

could overcome the Tragedy of the Commons. There, I would start all over but with a 

different and more participatory approach. I would for instance involve the stakeholders 

in a workshop where they were supposed to create desirable future scenarios for their 

unit. When they had proposed a scenario I would continue by asking them, how do you 

think that you can reach this? 
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