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Abstract 

After many years of increased globalization and digitalization in the knowledge and information 

society, openness has become a buzzword. In political rhetoric, in policy documents and in public 

relations, openness is often promoted as positive and desirable. However, in recent public debate 

openness has also been portrayed as under threat. This raises questions about what we mean by 

openness and how it is interpreted in various contexts.  

This thesis has two aims; to explore how openness is interpreted, and to develop an analytical tool 

to assess openness in different contexts. Two research questions have guided the research process: 

How is openness interpreted in planning, politics and political decision-making? And how can 

openness be analyzed? A theoretical framework from new institutional theory that centers on the 

interplay between institutions and actors, based on four institutional levels of social analysis has 

been used (Williamson 2000). 

Three empirical case studies were conducted to analyze how openness is interpreted in planning, 

politics and political decision-making. In the first case study, regional development strategies of 

three Swedish metropolitan regions (Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö) were examined. A second 

case study focused on political decision-making, using empirical evidence from interviews with 

political representatives from Stockholm county. The third case study examined interpretations of 

openness in the eight political parties of the Swedish Parliament as represented in their political 

manifestos from 2006, 2010 and 2014 and through interviews with party representatives. 

The research concludes that openness in planning, politics and political decision-making is 

interpreted along two narrative lines: ’openness to people’ and ’openness to knowledge, information 

and ideas’. These ideas of openness are deeply rooted in democratic tradition and thoughts from 

Enlightenment, and are closely interlinked. Openness is not a traditional political issue (to compare 

with labor market policy, for example) and none of the political parties were considered having an 

’issue ownership’ of openness. However, it was evident that ideology and political values and 

priorities influence how individual political parties interpret openness. Transparency is one aspect 

of openness that has gained increased attention, through public requests for accountability and 

‘good governance’, freedom of press laws, and global initiatives such as Transparency International. 

Despite this development, the research found that it was more common to talk about peoples’ 

accessibility to public services and participation in different parts of society (’openness to people’) 

than to talk about ’openness to knowledge, information and ideas’. 

Today’s globalization and digitalization are strong driving forces for increased openness in different 

respects, but they also reveal challenges to openness. The institutional framework used throughout 
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the thesis illustrates how openness is interpreted at different institutional levels. To what degree 

openness is expressed at different institutional levels vary by context. In planning for instance, 

openness is mainly interpreted in terms of governance, whereas in politics and political decision-

making, openness is interpreted in an inter-play between culture and norms, institutions, governance 

and practice.  

The institutional framework, complementary context-specific theories and elaborated into an 

analytical model, was found useful to explain what mechanisms are at play when dealing with 

openness in planning, politics and political decision-making. The case studies in the thesis are from 

Sweden, a country that in several respects is considered to be one of the most open countries in the 

world. For analytical reasons this was considered an advantage, while the generalizability to other 

countries may be limited. However, the institutional framework and analytical model developed in 

this thesis can be applicable in future research of openness in other geographical or organizational 

contexts, in order to deepen knowledge on openness and institutional change with regard to 

openness. 

 

Keywords: Openness, New Institutional Theory, Planning, Governance, Saliency 
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Sammanfattning 

I kölvattnet av många års globalisering och digitalisering i kunskaps- och informationssamhället har 

”öppenhet” blivit något av ett s.k. buzzword. I politisk retorik, policydokument och marknadsföring 

talas ofta om öppenhet som något positivt och eftersträvansvärt. Men i den allmän-politiska 

debatten under senare tid, uppfattas också öppenheten vara hotad. Vad menar vi när vi talar om 

öppenhet? Öppenhet på vilket sätt?  

Den här avhandlingen har två syften; att utforska hur öppenhet tolkas och att bidra med analys-

verktyg för att analysera öppenhet. Två forskningsfrågor har varit vägledande under resan i en 

forskningsprocess där teori och empiri samspelat: Hur tolkas öppenhet och hur kan öppenhet 

analyseras? Ett teoretiskt ramverk i nyinstitutionell teori som sätter institutioner och interaktionen 

mellan institutioner och aktörer på olika institutionella nivåer i centrum, baserat på Williamsons 

(2000) fyra institutionella nivåer, har använts. 

Tre empiriska fallstudier har genomförts som belyser hur öppenhet tolkas i planering, politik och 

politiskt beslutsfattande. I den första fallstudien studerades regionala utvecklingsstrategier i de tre 

storstadsregionerna; Stockholms län, Västra Götalandsregionen och Skåne. I fallstudien om politiskt 

beslutsfattande utgörs empirin av intervjuer med politiker i Stockholms län, och i den tredje 

fallstudien undersöktes hur öppenhet tolkas i de åtta politiska partierna representerade i Sveriges 

Riksdag. Det empiriska materialet här bestod av valmanifest från 2006, 2010 och 2014 samt 

intervjuer med företrädare för de politiska partierna. 

I avhandlingen dras slutsatsen att när man talar om öppenhet i planering, politik och politiskt 

beslutsfattande, handlar det framförallt om öppenhet av två olika slag; ’öppenhet mot människor’, 

och ’öppenhet mot kunskap, information och idéer’. Det är föreställningar om öppenhet som är 

djupt rotade i demokratisk tradition och upplysningstänkande, och som också länkar in i varandra. 

Öppenhet är inget traditionellt politikområde (att jämföras med t ex arbetsmarknadspolitik) och 

inget av de politiska partierna befanns ha s.k. ’issue ownership’. Däremot var det tydligt att 

partiernas ideologi, politiska värderingar och prioriteringar slår igenom hur partierna ser på 

öppenhet. Trots att transparens som är en aspekt av öppenhet som fått ökad uppmärksamhet 

med högre krav på ansvarsutkrävande och ’good governance’, tryckfrihetslagar och globala initiativ 

som Transparency International, var det mer vanligt att tala om individers tillgång till samhälls-

tjänster och deltagande i olika delar av samhället (’öppenhet mot människor’) än att tala om 

’öppenhet mot kunskap, information och idéer’. 

Dagens globalisering och digitalisering fungerar som starka drivkrafter för en ökad öppenhet i flera 

avseenden, men utmanar också öppenheten. Det institutionella ramverk som genomgående använts i 
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avhandlingen, visar hur öppenhet tolkas på olika institutionella nivåer. I vilken grad öppenhet får 

genomslag på olika institutionella nivåer varierar med kontexten. I planering t. ex. tolkas öppenhet 

framförallt i termer av governance, medan öppenhet  i politik och inom politiska beslutsprocesser 

tolkas i ett samspel mellan kultur och normer, institutioner, governance och praktik.  

Det institutionella ramverket har visat sig användbart för att tillsammans med kontextspecifika 

teorier kunna förklara vilka mekanismer som spelar in när öppenhet tolkas och hanteras i planering, 

politik och politiska beslutsprocesser. Fallstudierna i den här avhandlingen är hämtade från Sverige, 

ur flera aspekter ett av världens mest öppna länder, vilket har varit lämpligt för analytiska syften 

men som gör generaliserbarheten till andra länder begränsad. Det institutionella ramverk och den 

analytiska modell som i avhandlingen utvecklats kan med fördel tillämpas i studier av öppenhet i 

andra geografiska eller organisatoriska sammanhang i syfte att i fortsatt forskning fördjupa 

kunskaperna om öppenhet och institutionella förändringar med avseende på öppenhet. 
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Preface and Acknowledgments 

When I started this research in 2013, my understanding was that openness was generally considered 

something good, perhaps even a virtue, associated with a spectrum of things such as freedom of 

speech, transparency, curiosity, openness to new ideas, and openness to the other and to what is 

different.  In planning, political rhetoric, and policy documents openness is frequently used to 

describe a core value, a word of prestige, or for promotional reasons. In everyday discourse, 

openness is sometimes associated with transparency, sometimes with diversity. Also in academic 

contexts, openness might mean different things; e.g., in economics it is often associated with open 

trade while in urban planning it might be connected to Jane Jacob’s ideas of open sidewalks and in 

political science to accountability. The term is often used without specifying more clearly what is 

meant by it, or for that matter the potential implications. I believe that since 2013, the general 

understanding of openness in Sweden has become more complex, and it is also an issue that has 

grown in importance on the political agenda. This can be partially explained by digitalization, the 

increase of internet of things and the way social media have developed in recent years, but also as 

effects of globalization and increasing international migratory flows.  

But perhaps first, why do I have this particular interest in openness? My educational background is 

in the social sciences and political science, and I have always had an interest in why places 

(countries, regions or cities) develop differently, why some societies thrive and prosper while others 

lag behind. My interest in openness as a concept started at around 2005, when I was responsible for 

developing and organizing a benchmarking program including study trips for political, academic, 

and business leaders from the Stockholm region to other competitive metropolitan regions of similar 

size around the world. When comparing facts and figures and listening to best practices on how to 

make the economy prosper and develop attractive and sustainable cities and regions, openness was 

rarely spoken about explicitly, but it came to me as a subtle idea that seemed to have an influence. 

As well, my experiences working in different planning and policy making positions, particularly in 

Mälardalsrådet (a Swedish association of 56 local authorities and 5 county councils) had shown me 

the importance of open and transparent processes.  

The KTH PhD program on planning and decision analysis has been a good platform for my research 

on openness. The program has acquainted me with different theoretical frameworks and method-

logical positions. Although my in-depth research uses empirical material only from Sweden, it is a 

study of a phenomenon that at the moment is very much on the political agenda, not only in Sweden 

but across many countries in the Western world. Yet it is an issue that has historical roots that go 
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back centuries, and an issue that will most likely be part of the political discussion in centuries to 

come as well.  

From a personal perspective, I think the most intriguing question in this work has been “what is 

openness?” From a professional perspective the question of how openness can be supported (a 

common aim in the context of planning and policymaking) or restrained (a less frequent aim in this 

context) has emerged repeatedly throughout the process, as has the question of how to develop a 

tool for further understanding openness across different territorial and organizational contexts.  

Doing a PhD is a privilege, and I would like to thank Stockholm County Council who gave me this 

opportunity. Special thanks to Ann Eberhardsson and Toivo Heinsoo who believed in me and 

endorsed my research. I would also like to thank my colleagues from the Stockholm County 

Council CEO’s Office, the Research and Development department and the Growth and Regional 

Development department for showing interest in my research and for supporting me.  

This work would never have resulted in a thesis if I had not been wisely guided through the process 

by head supervisor Professor Hans Westlund and co-supervisor Professor Emerita Marie-Louise 

von Bergmann-Winberg, to whom I am most grateful. Thank you for always being so attentive to 

challenges that I have come across and for encouraging me throughout the process! I thank 

Professor Emeritus Folke Snickars for the advance reviewing, Assistant Professor Jonathan Metzger 

for valuable literature tips, and former colleague PhD Björn Hasselgren for inspiring me doing a 

PhD. 

I would also like to thank all colleagues and staff at the Urban and Regional Studies department, for 

interesting seminars and conversations where new insights and pieces of advice have been shared, 

and not least for the good ambiance - keep up the good spirit! My special thoughts go to PhD 

colleagues Mia Wahlström, Nelson Ekane, Elahe Karimnia, Asifa Iqbal and Malin Weijmer – now 

it’s your turn!  

Finally, I would like to thank my family, my parents Gunnel and Hans for always letting me find 

my own paths, and Anders, Jacob and Sofia for being who you are and for filling my life with so 

much happiness! 
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1. Introduction  

“The world is becoming increasingly interconnected and open. Radically open – 

manifesting itself in open borders, open culture, open-source, open data, open science, open 

world, open minds (…). The future will be built on great ideas, and for that, great ideas need to 

circulate freely, broadly and openly.” (TED, Global conference on radical openness, 2012)  

Grand hopes and expectations of what globalization, digitalization and the networked knowledge 

and information society may entail with regard to development of society in the twenty-first 

century are common (Benkler 2006, Lessig 2006, Rifkin 2014, SOU 2016:89). This was also one 

of the starting points for this piece of research on openness and the openness buzz. 

 

1:1 The Openness Buzz 

Openness —“the quality or condition of being open” (Oxford English Dictionary 2014)—is a broad 

and ambiguous word that means different things depending on the historical, geographic, or 

situational context. A web search (March 2017) shows 28,600,000 hits for the word openness (an 

increase from 24,000,000 in November 2014), and a search for the term openness in books from 

1908-2008 (the last year for which data is available from the search tool Ngrams) illustrated below 

show a steep increase in the literature on openness from the 1960s, with a peak in 2002 (Ngram 

2017).  

Figure 1: Ngram of openness in books 1908-2008  

If Ngrams is used as an illustration of an increased interest in openness, we can see that this 

corresponds to a period of increased economic growth and globalization, technological develop-

ment, and digitalization supported by legal and regulatory frameworks such as free trade 
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agreements, deregulation, and freedom of information laws. In the last half century these trends 

served as strong driving forces for increasing economic and social exchange and interaction across 

national and cultural borders (Ghemawat 2011) propelled by radical and transformative novelties 

such as open source software, open innovation systems, and open government data (Raymond 2001, 

Lessig, 2006, Chesbrough et al. 2006, Jakobsson, 2012, Rifkin, 2014, Bernstein 2013). However, 

during the last decade, counterforces such as protectionism, xenophobia, and international terrorism 

have challenged the idea of openness in democratic societies and led to a rise of populist leaders and 

agendas. In parallel, digitalization of personal data, data mining, and the release of big data by 

initiatives such as WikiLeaks have raised questions about ownership, privacy, and disclosure. This 

has spurred public debate about what should be open and what should be closed. Openness in what 

sense? Openness to what extent? Openness to whom?  

In democracies openness is generally highly praised, and openness in different aspects is considered 

essential: freedom of speech and freedom of information are preconditions for both free and fair 

elections and for government accountability. In policy making and public administration, openness 

and transparency have even become buzzwords (Hood, in Hood & Heald 2006). Freedom of 

Information laws and global trends in accountability, transparency, good governance and quality of 

government (Rothstein, 2011) along with international initiatives such as Transparency Internatio-

nal and Open Government Partnership, prompt public administrations to become more transparent. 

“Transparency has become one of the most cherished and celebrated, yet unquestioned, ideals and 

aspirations of contemporary society” (Christensen & Cheney 2015, p. 70). While openness and 

transparency are necessary in democracies, they have also been criticized for being based on a 

simplistic model of linear communication (Fenster 2006), for being a myth and metaphor 

(Christenson & Cornelissen 2015), for being reduced to an issue of open government data (Yu & 

Robinson 2012), and for having unintended consequences (Erkkilä 2012, Hansen et al 2015).  

However, in both general public and political debates, openness usually reflects a wider scope of 

issues that go beyond transparency of public administrations and government accountability. These 

broader issues relate to openness with regard to globalization and competitiveness, citizenship and 

the welfare state, migration and border controls, creativity, innovation and entrepreneurship, and 

digitalization and the use of big data for services such as e-government and e-health. Openness with 

regard to several of these issues point to political goals that are sometimes conflicting, such as 

openness and freedom (e.g. the freedom to be intolerant), openness and closure (e.g. the need for 

closed doors behind which open conversations or negotiations can occur) and openness and equality 

(e.g. openness also to those who do not support diversity or equality). These and other conflicting 

goals raise questions about where to draw the line with regard to openness in different contexts, 
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and the mechanisms at play when these issues are discussed and decided upon. This ongoing public 

and political debate is not merely a “buzz” about openness, but also translates into planning, 

politics, political agenda-setting, policy-making and political decision-making.  

 

1:2 Aim and Research Questions  

The overall aim of my research is to explore the concept of openness in planning, politics, and 

political decision-making. A further aim is to develop an analytical tool that may assist researchers, 

planners, policymakers, and decision-makers in understanding and dealing with openness in 

different institutional, geographic, and organizational settings.  

The context of my research is planning, politics, and political decision-making in Sweden and the 

research was conducted between 2013 and 2017. Not only in Sweden, but also in a European and 

Western context, openness has become a buzzword in politics and in policymaking. Planning and 

policy documents are replete with notions of being open and openness: e.g. “Open Skåne” (the title 

of the regional development strategy of the Swedish county of Skåne, Region Skåne 2014), the 

transparency and openness of government memorandum launched by President Obama 2009 (The 

White House, President Obama 2009) and the Open Government Partnership, in which 75 countries 

worldwide are now participating (Open Government Partnership 2016). But what is implied by 

openness? Openness to what? Openness in what sense?  

Objective 

The main research questions for the thesis are: 

1. How is openness interpreted in planning, politics, and political decision-making? 

2. How can openness in planning, politics, and political decision-making be analyzed? 

 

To answer to the research questions the objective was to write four articles. The first article, “The 

Openness Buzz in the Knowledge Economy: Towards Taxonomy” (Lundgren & Westlund 2016), 

gives a background and a theoretical framework for the study of the concept of openness. This 

article which is based on literature about digitalization and the rise of the networked knowledge and 

information society, explores four qualities of openness and utilizes an institutional framework 

developed by Williamson (2000). The second article, “The Openness Buzz in Metropolitan 

Regions: Swedish Regional Development Strategies” (Lundgren 2016), uses the model of openness 

qualities in the institutional framework developed in the first paper to analyze regional development 

strategies of three Swedish metropolitan regions to find out how openness is interpreted and 

discussed in planning documents in the context of metropolitan regions. The third article, 

“Openness and Transparency in Political Decision-Making: An Empirical Study through an 
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Institutional Lens” (Lundgren 2017), explores openness and transparency in political decision-

making in the Stockholm region. The fourth article, “The Openness Buzz: How Swedish Political 

Parties Interpret Openness” (Lundgren, under review), examines how the eight political parties 

represented in the Swedish parliament interpret openness.   

Using an abductive and cumulative approach, by which the empirical material and the results of the 

research presented in the articles have informed theory and fed into later stages of the research 

process, the objective of the cover essay is to summarize the findings, but also to draw conclusions, 

refine the theoretical framework and point at future lines of research. 

 

1:3 Summaries of the Articles 

Article 1: “The Openness Buzz in the Knowledge Economy: Towards Taxonomy” (Lundgren & 

Westlund 2016) 

In the networked information and knowledge society, the notions of “open’ and “openness’ are used 

in a variety of contexts; open source, open access, open economy, open government, and open 

innovation, just to name a few. This paper discusses openness and develops a taxonomy by asking 

questions such as: What are different qualities of openness? How are these qualities interrelated? 

What analytical tools may be used to understand openness? And how can the concept of openness 

be classified into a taxonomy? A literature review of how openness is perceived in the networked 

knowledge and information society led us to four qualities of openness that we further explore in 

the paper: accessibility, transparency, participation, and sharing. Accessibility refers to whether 

something is accessible or not. In this context accessible technology is an important enabler and 

driver for access to knowledge and information, but it may also refer to other kinds of resources, 

including physical, economic, legal, political, social, and cultural. Accessibility is a common notion 

in planning (such as accessibility to public spaces) and in policymaking. Transparency is intended 

to refer to open information, open communication, and accountability—qualities of openness that 

are frequently requested and encouraged by global initiatives such as Transparency International. 

The quality of participation refers to the participation of individuals or groups in society or in 

different aspects of society, such economic, political, social, or cultural life. The fourth quality, 

sharing, refers to sharing of physical and human resources, including goods and services, 

information, knowledge, and culture.  Sharing, the sharing economy or the collaborative economy is 

perhaps the most recent, but also debated, phenomenon within the networked digital society (as 

seen in the debates over Airbnb and Uber, for example). Accessibility as an enabling quality of 

openness seems to have a particularly strong relation to the other qualities of openness, whereas 

sharing seems to be the most complex and contested quality of openness.  
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This paper uses new institutional theory and the four level of social analysis as interpreted by 

Williamson (2000) which encompasses four institutional levels; I: cultural embeddedness, II: 

institutional environment, III: governance structure, and IV: resource allocation. In the paper the 

four qualities of openness and the institutional framework of four levels of  social analysis are 

integrated into a tentative analytical model for studying openness.  

 

Article 2: “The Openness Buzz in Metropolitan Regions: Swedish Regional Development 

Strategies” (Lundgren 2016) 

Due to growing urbanization, metropolitan regions today are important economic engines and hubs 

for information flows, which make them interesting units for analyzing openness. This article 

focuses on how openness is interpreted and discussed in the three Swedish metropolitan regions: 

Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Malmö. Their regional development strategies serve as unit of analysis 

in a text analysis comprising both quantitative and qualitative methods. The following research 

questions are explored: 

1) To what extent are wordings of openness used? 

2) In what field(s) are wordings of openness used? 

3) At what institutional level(s) are wordings of openness used? 

Out of the four qualities of openness explored, accessibility is found to play a particularly important 

role, also as an enabler of participation and collaboration, whereas transparency and sharing were 

used to a very limited extent in all three regions. The content analysis shows that openness is mainly 

discussed along two narrative lines: openness to people, and openness to knowledge, information, 

and ideas. From an institutional perspective, openness is mainly discussed in terms of governance, 

planning, and policy, i.e. the third institutional level of governance, which is perhaps not surprising 

given the purpose of the regional development strategies. 

 

Article 3:“Openness and Transparency in Political Decision-Making: An Empirical Study through 

an Institutional Lens’ (Lundgren 2017) 

Openness and transparency have received increased attention in recent decades in normative 

discussions relating to good governance and accountability. In many instances it is taken for granted 

as something positive—as an ideal (Flyverbom 2015)—although there are negative sides and 

unintended consequences (Hansen et al. 2015) and instead should be regarded as a matter of 

governance (Flyverbom 2015). This article’s aim is to understand how openness and transparency 

are interpreted in political decision-making. It uses the theoretical framework of institutional levels 
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developed in the first article, along with complementary theories relating to democratic ideals, 

governance, and the public sphere.  

The data is based on ten interviews with political leaders in the Stockholm region. As was found in 

the second paper, openness is mainly discussed along two lines: openness to people, and openness 

to knowledge, information, and ideas, although in this context with an emphasis on openness to 

people. Whereas the regional development strategies discussed openness mainly in terms of 

governance, the third institutional level, in political decision-making it seems that openness and 

transparency are more intimately linked to different institutional levels.  

 

Article 4: “The Openness Buzz: How Swedish Political Parties Interpret Openness” (Lundgren, 

under review)  

The fourth article continues the cumulative approach and explores the research question: How do 

political parties talk about openness? This study is based on text analysis of the 2006, 2010, and 

2014 political manifestos of the eight political parties represented in the Swedish parliament and 

interviews with 23 politicians in leading positions at the local, the regional, and national levels. The 

analytical model developed in article 1 and applied in article 2 and 3 is used to analyze which 

institutional level is referred to when talking about openness, but I also rely on saliency theory 

(Budge & Farlie 1983, Budge 2015), through which I examine and compare the saliency of 

openness in the political parties. The interviews explored associations with openness in different 

contexts and found that the same two lines—openness to people and openness to knowledge, 

information, and ideas—were found also here. Openness to people predominates, and it is only in 

the context of the organization that it is more frequent to talk about openness to knowledge, 

information, and ideas. Just as in article 3, which studied openness in political decision-making, the 

political parties refer to four different institutional levels: I: culture, II: institutions, III: governance, 

and IV: practice. In terms of salience, openness is not an established political issue but rather an 

erratic or unsettled issue (Budge 2015), and political parties seem to fall back upon ideology and 

key political ideas when talking about openness.  
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2. Positioning the research  

2:1 Openness in the Literature  

The notion of openness is found within different disciplines — such as philosophy, political science, 

economics, sociology, and psychology—, each of them with their metaphors and narratives, and 

each of them with a multitude of manifestations and applications: open source, open access, open 

economy, open government, open communication, open archives, open innovation, open education, 

open university and so forth.  

The foundations for how we perceive openness today has roots in Enlightenment, with its strong 

belief in knowledge and reason (Descartes, 1668) and in theories of democracy, liberalism, and the 

open market (Locke, 1690, Smith 1776) (Lundgren & Westlund 2016). Many of these ideas remain 

prevalent today in science, economy, and Western democracies. “The Open Society and Its 

Enemies” (Popper 1945) and “The Road to Serfdom” (Hayek 1944), both written during the Second 

World War, advocated a liberal and open society based on transparency, democracy, and the open 

market. However, the notion of “the open society” had earlier been introduced by the philosopher 

Henri Bergson, who described an open morality that was universal to all human beings and which 

aimed at peace and was opposed to a closed morality (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy/ 

Bergson 2017). To Popper, the open society was also where democratic institutions served as 

guarantees for freedom of critical thinking and the development of science.  

In democracies, openness is a fundamental element, in which free and equal citizens are entitled to 

elect their representatives in public elections. Other key propositions of democracies that rely on 

openness are the rule of law, freedom of speech, and the idea of enlightened citizens participating in 

social and civic life (Held 1987/1995). Openness may also be associated with political culture, 

forming a framework for a political system (Anckar et al. 2013, Denk 2009). Not only did Popper 

oppose authoritarian systems; he also proposed the rejection of historicism and the importance of 

critique and the scientific method rooted in falsifiability (Popper 1935/1959 in Stanford Encyclo-

pedia of Philosophy/Popper 2017). Openness and transparency are frequently reflected in science 

and scientific methods: e.g. the CUDOS principles (communism, universalism, disinterestedness, 

originality, and skepticism) (Merton 1942 in Månsson, 1991). 

Clearly, the openness of the term openness itself leaves room for different interpretations. 

Wittgenstein explored the relationship between language (discourses or “language games”) and 

culture (forms of life) and their multiple shared constructions and interpretations (Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy/Wittgenstein 2017), and a more recent proposal for a contemporary 

philosophy of openness rests on seven propositions: openness to experience, openness to criticism, 
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openness to interpretation, openness to the other, open science, open communication technologies, 

and open governance (Peters & Roberts 2012). Another example of  the transferability of the term, 

is seen in this definition of open source: “The term ‘open source’ refers to something that can be 

modified because its design is publicly accessible. While it originated in the context of computer 

software development, today the term ‘open source’ designates a set of values—what we call ‘the 

open source way.’ In general, open source projects, products, or initiatives are those that embrace 

and celebrate open exchange, collaborative participation, rapid prototyping, transparency, 

meritocracy, and community development.” (Opensource.com 2017) 

The field of economics employs different notions of openness, where it often relates to the open 

market and international and cross-border trade (e.g. Ghemawat 2011). The notion of bounded 

rationality indicates lack of information, and in transaction cost economics, accessibility to 

information is fundamental to decreasing transaction costs (Coase 1937). Openness is also reflected 

in literature on economic growth, where it refers to creativity, innovation, entrepreneurship, and 

social capital as means to foster economic and social development (e.g. Andersson 1985, Törnqvist 

2004, Florida 2002, 2010, Putnam et al. 1993, Putnam 2000, 2015, Westlund 2006) and urban and 

regional development (e.g. Jacobs 1961, Saxenian 1994, Scott & Storper, 2007, Glaeser, 2011) 

where research shows that the most dynamic and creative local milieus are those that have strong 

local interaction and strong linkages to other environments of knowledge and creativity worldwide 

(Westlund et al. 2014).  

This ties into the great expectations of what digitalization and the networked knowledge and 

information society will generate in terms of new ways of creating, innovating, consuming, 

producing distributing, and interacting (Raymond 2001, Benkler 2006, Lessig 2006, Peters & 

Roberts 2012, Chesbrough et al. 2006, Rifkin 2014). Driven not only by technological development, 

but also by business development (Lessig 2006, Jakobsson 2012), different applications and 

practices of openness have emerged. These practices cut across many different fields in society, 

such as new collaborative arenas for doing business, stronger requests for open governments, and 

innovative processes based on co-creation. 

 

2:2 A Definition of Openness? 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, openness refers to “the quality or condition of being 

open” (OED, 2014). Although this can be understood as a common denominator, the connotations, 

references, and applications are broad. Often-used synonyms of openness are acceptance, broad-

mindedness, impartiality, receptivity, responsiveness, tolerance, and understanding.  

https://opensource.com/open-source-way
https://opensource.com/open-source-way
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A definition consists of what is going to be defined (the definiendum) and what it defines (the 

definiens). There are different kinds of definitions, of which the lexical, descriptive, and stipulative 

definitions are perhaps the most commonly used. In general, definitions comply with two primary 

criteria: conservativeness (that the definition should not enable the establishment of essentially new 

claims) and usage (fixing the usage of the defined expression). Other criteria often highlighted in 

philosophy and methodology are that definitions should not be circular, that no counter-examples 

should be found, and that they should be logically consistent.  

The lexical definition of openness, “the quality or condition of being open”, is a very broad 

definition that may have different meanings depending on the context. This brings us to another 

criterion of a good definition: it should neither be too broad nor to narrow. Even though we might 

grasp the sense or direction of this lexical definition, it can also be accused of being vague and 

ambiguous. When we look at descriptive definitions of openness, we also find that these are highly 

context-bound. Just as observations are theory-dependent, definitions and their operationalization 

are theory-dependent, which means that neither the observation, nor the definition, nor the 

operationalization are valid without being connected to a theory. 

 

2:3 Openness in Planning, Politics and Political Decision-Making 

Openness is a key element in democratic societies. Informed citizens and governments that can be 

held accountable are their cornerstones, and openness and transparency are commonly regarded as 

means to achieve that goal. Historic ideas about openness, accountability, and transparency are 

rooted both in political thought and legislation, e.g. rules for government administrations, and in the 

moral ideas of open social communication and knowledge-based organizations and society (Hood & 

Heald 2006). Over time there has been a move from talking of openness and accountability toward 

talking of transparency (Hood & Heald 2006), despite ambiguities in the latter concept (Christensen 

and Cheney 2015). Requests for increased accountability, efficiency and performance in govern-

ment have been strong driving forces for transparency to raise high on the political agenda, and 

transparency has become frequently associated with good governance. These requests have been 

embodied in law through, for example adoption of Freedom of Information laws from the 1960s and 

onwards in most European countries during the 1990s and 2000s (Erkkilä, 2012). The Nordic 

countries have a long tradition in this respect (especially Sweden where “the principle of publicity” 

(offentlighetsprincipen) was introduced already 1766). In a Nordic context, apart from this long 

tradition, the notion of openness is also connected to a practice of consensus and collaborative 

governance, as well as an extensive registry infrastructure (Erkkilä, 2012). Examples of global 

initiatives aimed at increasing and regulating transparency in the public sector are Transparency 
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International and the Open Government Partnership, and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) in 

the private sector.  

Despite the strong historical roots and moral obligations attached to openness and transparency 

(“Who can be against it?” asked Fenster [2006, p 889]), the virtues of transparency have also been 

criticized for building on “a simplistic model of linear communication that assumes that 

information, once set free from the state that creates it, will produce an informed, engaged public 

that will hold officials accountable“ (Fenster 2006, p. 885). Other criticisms focus on not 

accounting for costs and unintended consequences (Fenster 2006, Erikkilä, 2012, Hansen et al. 

2015) and note that “open government” has largely been reduced to openness of government data 

(Yu & Robinson 2012).  

Mabillard & Zumofen (2016) who examined government transparency, concluded that in most 

research, transparency and accountability have been studied separately. Yet we should note that 

transparency is also a response to accountability (Christensen & Cheney 2015). As a consequence 

of this emphasis on freedom of information and open government data, much research has also 

come to deal with how this is accomplished in public administration: e.g. openness of federal and 

state executive branches to the public (Fenster 2006, Erkkilä 2012), in government agencies 

(Fredriksson & Pallas 2016, Erkkilä 2012), and openness and transparency in city administrations 

(Kornberger et al. 2017).  

 

Meijer et al. (2015) distinguish between research on openness and transparency in the political 

realm—where the core question is how and when transparency contributes to the quality of 

government—and in the administrative realm—where the key question is how and when 

transparency contributes to the executive competence of government. Bovens et al. (2008) studied 

accountability and made a similar distinction between the democratic aspect (i.e. the democratic 

chain of delegation and popular control), the constitutional aspect (i.e. accountability to prevent 

abuse of public authority), and the social learning aspects (i.e. effective governance). Bovens et al. 

(2008) argues that these different aspects of accountability should be taken into account when 

designing accountability arrangements in order to prevent overemphasis, deficits and possible 

unintended consequences. However it should be noted, and the research literature on openness and 

transparency also acknowledges, that the political realm and the administrative realm are 

interconnected (Meijer et al. 2015).  
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3. Theoretical framework  

As expressed in previous sections, openness is a phenomenon that is found in different disciplines 

and different sectors of society. In this section I describe the theoretical framework and how it 

relates to my research questions: How is openness interpreted in planning, politics and political 

decision-making? And, how can openness be analyzed? 

 

3:1 Theoretical Frameworks Linking Structure to Agency 

Over time many serious analytical projects have embarked on the mission of exploring how indivi-

dual behavior links to collective action; Tocqueville (1835-1840/1997) pointed to the role of 

constitution, but also to mores, culture, and values as the cornerstones of civil society and the 

common good, Almond and Verba (1963) pointing to a civic culture, and Coleman (1990) to the 

interplay between actors and system. Perhaps today the most influential of such thinkers is 

Giddens, who in 1984 introduced structuration theory as a means to understand the interplay 

between structure and agency. Giddens’ point of departure is the idea that individuals create and 

re-create social structures through their daily activities of structuration. Structure and individual 

activity are thus interconnected in a duality in which individual social action is dependent on 

structure and vice versa. According to Giddens, the structural properties of social systems can be 

conceptualized as rules and resources and “exist only insofar as forms of social conduct are 

reproduced chronically across time and space. The structuration of institutions can be understood 

in terms of how it comes about that social activities become “stretched’ across wide time spans of 

time-space.” (Giddens 1984, p. xxi) 

 

Critics of Giddens, including Archer (1995), have pointed to the problem of conflating structure and 

agency, not least methodologically (Giddens & Sutton 2014). For both Giddens and Archer, social 

structure is irreducible to the individual and is reproduced and changed by conditioned individual 

action (King 2010). Although structure and agency are interdependent, Archer claims they should 

be analyzed separately, since they operate in different time scales: “[St]ructure and agency can 

only be linked by examining the interplay between them over time, and without the proper 

incorporation of time the problem of structure and agency can never be satisfactorily resolved.” 

She continues, “[S]ince given ‘structures’ and given ‘agents’ occupy and operate over different 

tracts of the time dimension they therefore are distinguishable from each other” (Archer 1995, p. 

65-66). These two premises—that agency and structures are working at different stratified levels 

and hence analytically separable, and that they are temporally distinguishable in phases of structural 

conditioning, social interaction, and structural elaboration that occur in different time spans—

Archer calls the morphogenetic approach (Archer 1982/ 2010, 1995). 
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Other approaches to link structure to agency are found in new institutional theory, where it is more 

common to talk about institutions as the formal and informal rules guiding social and economic 

action and behavior. The complex term social behavior includes all human social interaction. 

Assumptions and explanations for social behavior are rooted in social theory and different 

disciplinary traditions. One example is the rational choice paradigm, which assumes that social 

behavior is motivated by interests; this approach, despite extensive critique, still prevails to a great 

extent in the social sciences (Elster 2007, Kahnemann 2011, Ostrom 2014). Compared to the natural 

sciences, the social sciences have no “general laws” to fall back upon; instead they must rely on 

mechanisms, means, and empirics to explain social behavior (Elster 2007). As a consequence, in 

political sociology, for instance, personality-only or situation-only explanations have been replaced 

by dual explanations that combine analysis of sociopolitical attitudes and individual motivation (e.g. 

Duckitt 2001, Carnahan & McFarland 2007). The long conflict in the social sciences between 

structure and agency, between macro- and micro-level analysis, has to some extent blurred the view. 

In fact, the two perspectives may have more in common than what is usually admitted: 

“Methodological individualism conflates the social upon the individual, thus losing sight of key 

mechanisms of social influence, and is consequently impelled to take the purposes and preferences 

of the individual as given. Methodological collectivism conflates the individual upon society and 

thereby lacks an explanation or adequate recognition of how individual purposes or preferences 

may be changed.… Both methodologies end up with a diminished concept of social power, and an 

analytical overemphasis on overt coercion and constraint, rather than more subtle mechanisms of 

social influence.” (Hodgson 2007, p. 101)  

 

3:2 New Institutional Theory 

One of the theories that has tried to bridge between structure and agency, institutions and behavior, 

is new institutional theory. New institutionalism has its roots in what is often called “old insti-

tutionalism”, in political theory and the descriptive analysis and design of formal and systemic 

aspects of institutions. New institutionalism was initiated in the social sciences and organizational 

theory by arguments on institutionalized and rationalized rules supporting confidence and 

legitimacy. The core idea was that organizations are embedded in social and political environments, 

and that structures and practices reflect built-in conventions, rules, and beliefs (Powell 2007). In 

economics, new institutional economics was spurred as a reaction to rational choice theory and 

behaviorist approaches to institutions. The objective was to integrate economic theory with 

institutional analysis to arrive at a better understanding of how formal and informal institutions and 

social structures affect human and organizational behavior and transaction costs.  
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In new institutional economics, the most widely shared definition is “Institutions are the rules of 

the game in a society or, more formally, are the humanly devised constraints that shape human 

interaction” (North 1990, p. 3). When new institutional theory speaks of institutions, it usually 

refers both to formal rules (e.g. explicit and enforced rules) and informal rules (e.g. norms, culture, 

and conventions) (North 1990, Williamson 2000, Ostrom 2005), although the majority of research 

has concerned formal rules (e.g. Nee 2003).  

New institutional theory—which has appealed not only to sociologists and economists (e.g. Powell 

2007, Joskow 2011, Ménard & Shirley 2014) but also to social and economic historians and 

political scientists (e.g. March & Olsen 1989, Peters 2005, Acemoglu & Robinson 2013, Bavel 

2016) and to urban and regional planners (e.g. Healey 1997, 2003, Rader Olsson, 2008, Sorensen, 

2015a, 2015b)—contains a multitude of approaches and lines of thinking. It is widely acknow-

ledged that the research field is divergent and that institutions are very complex (e.g. Williamson 

2000, Peters 2005, Powell 2007). Below is a brief summary of the different approaches in new 

institutional theory, which for the most part utilizes the classification made by Peters (2005). 

The rational choice approach to new institutional theory focuses on the collection of rules and 

incentives to deal with collective action and on coordination, efficiency, control, and institutional 

design. Rules are understood as “shared understandings by participants about enforced 

prescriptions concerning what actions (or outcomes) are required, prohibited or permitted” 

(Ostrom 2005, p. 18). Research within this approach is often framed into principal-agent, game-

theoretic or rule based models. In the March & Olsen approach (1989), institutions are understood 

to be normative rather than coercive: “[A]n institution is not necessarily a formal structure but 

rather is better understood as a collection of norms, rules, understandings and, perhaps most 

importantly, routines” (March & Olsen 1989, p. 29). This approach is often called normative 

institutionalism. Each of these approaches has its strengths and weaknesses. Whereas normative 

institutionalism is criticized for having measurement problems, rational choice institutionalism has 

been criticized for being abstract and oversimplified. A third approach in new institutionalism is 

historical institutionalism, which emphasizes ideas, particular sets of rules and regulatory practices, 

and which understands that institutions shape policy over time. This approach is often used in 

descriptive and comparative studies and is related to the concept of path dependence (Pierson 2000). 

One of the difficulties of historical institutionalism is in explaining what causes institutional change: 

for example, critical junctures, policy learning, political conflict, or incremental change (Streeck & 

Thelen 2005). Other approaches of new institutional theory include empirical institutionalism 

(focusing on institutional design), sociological institutionalism (related to the normative approach 
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and focusing on belief systems, cognitive templates, the creation of meaning and how institutions 

are created), and the argumentative turn, in which storytelling and discourses are the focus.  

Yet another concept related to the idea of institutions is social capital. This concept shares the same 

philosophical idea of sharing values and norms through social interaction, wherein in-group 

relations (also called bonding links or strong ties) and inter-group relations (also called bridging 

links or weak ties) contribute to the development of society (e.g. Putnam 1993, 2000, Granovetter 

1973, Westlund 2006). However, we should note that social capital only refers to the informal 

aspect of institutions (norms, values, relations, etc.) not formalized in organizational rules, charters, 

and laws (Westlund 2006).  

The different approaches to new institutionalism all assume that institutions create regularities in 

human behavior (Peters 2005). Apart from different definitions of institutions, they also differ on 

several key questions such as how institutional change comes about and the pace of change (e.g. 

Hodgson 2006, 2007, Kingston and Caballero 2009). Planning theory has been informed by 

different branches of new institutionalism: rational choice institutionalism and particularly by 

sociological institutionalism in the works on collaborative planning of Healey (1997, 2003). Yet 

other approaches such as historical institutionalism suggest interesting thoughts o further explore 

from a planning perspective (Sorensen, 2015a, 2015b, 2017). 

 

3:3 Four Levels of Institutional Analysis 

As we have seen, both Giddens (1984) and Archer (1982/2010, 1995) bring in the notion of time in 

their explanations of how structure and agency are interrelated. The reference to time has, however, 

been developed one step further in the four levels of social analysis by Williamson (2000), who 

specified four interrelated institutional levels in different time frames:  

Level 1, Embeddedness: This level refers to culture, customs and traditions, religion, and social 

norms. According to Williamson, these basic institutional foundations adapt and change very 

slowly, on a timescale of 100 to 1000 years. 

Level 2, Basic institutional environment: This level refers to “the formal rules of the game”; 

constitutional arrangements; basic legal, political, and economic systems; and related political, legal 

and economic institutions for governance and enforcement. At this level change is rather slow, 

although faster than for the first level, on the order of 10 to 100 years.  

Level 3, Institutions of governance: This level may be described as the “the play of the game” and 

includes governance structure, organization, and policy. Change on this level is more rapid, from 1 

to 10 years.  

Level 4, Short-term resource allocations: This level is where the daily operations take place, within 
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the framework of the other three levels. The time frame for change on this level is continuous.  

 

The four-level analytical framework includes interaction between the levels: the higher levels 

influence the lower levels, but there is also a feedback loop whereby the lower levels influence the 

higher levels. 

Figure 2: Economics of institutions (Williamson 2000, p. 597)  

 

The four levels of social analysis was first set out by Williamson in 1998 to study transaction costs 

in firms and organizations (Williamson 1999, 2000). Transaction cost theory relies on Coase’s 

(1937) basic proposition that institutions are created to economize on transaction costs, and on the 

behavioral assumption of bounded rationality and self-interested actors. This theory has since been 

frequently used to study firms and organizations, but also to research public-sector organizations, 
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mainly in studies of public utilities and the service sector, and in studies of law and policy. The 

main focus in transaction cost studies has been on the third institutional level (governance), with 

some attention to the second level (institutional framework) (Williamson 2000, van Genugten 2008, 

Caballero & Soto-Oñate 2016). Although transaction cost economics has been deemed relevant also 

for studies of the public sector, certain adaptations are often needed (Williamson 1999, van 

Genugten 2008). 

Williamson is frequently referenced to in relation to transaction cost studies, however, it seems that 

the framework of institutional levels provided by Williamson has been used to a much more limited 

degree. Examples of empirical studies using this latter framework are found in development studies 

(Nordveit 2010), cross-cultural studies of human resources policy (Koene et al. 2004), studies of 

farming production (Milagrosa 2007, Balint & Wobst 2006), studies of corporate governance 

(Matoussi & Jardak 2012) and studies of cross-border cooperation (Cars et al 2013, Hasselgren & 

Lundgren 2014, Nordiska rådet 2016). In “The New Institutional Economics: Taking Stock, 

Looking Ahead” (2000) where Williamson outlines the four levels of social analysis, he illustrates 

that informal rules are embedded on the first institutional level, and that new institutional economics 

operates at the levels of institutions (level 2) and governance (level 3). As Kingston & Caballero 

(2009) rightly argue, the informal rules on level 1 are taken as exogenous and given by Williamson, 

and he does not develop his thoughts on the interplay between the four levels of the analysis any 

further.  

 

A schematic comparison of Giddens’ structuration theory, Archer’s morphogenetic approach, and 

Williamson’s four levels of social analysis shows important similarities in the ways they link 

structures and institutions to action and practice.  

 

Giddens (1984):  

Structuration Theory 

Archer (1982/2010, 1995):  

Morphogenetic Approach 

Williamson (2000):  

Four Levels of Social Analysis 

 

 

Institutional realm 

 

Structuration 

 

Realm of action 

 

Structural conditioning 

T1 

            

                Social interaction 

               T2                       T3  

 

                         Structural elaboration 

                                                        T4        

 

 

1. Embeddedness: 100-1000 years 

 

2. Institutional environment: 10-100 years 

 

3. Governance: 1-10 years 

 

4. Resource allocations/ daily operations: 

Continuous 

 

Figure 3: Schematic comparison of Giddens (1984), Archer (1982/2010 1995), and Williamson 

(2000) 
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The notion of different time frames brought in by Archer (1982/2010, 1995) to understand the 

interaction between structure and agency is further specified by Williamson (2000), for whom firms 

and organizations are constrained or supported by rules on different institutional levels in different 

time frames. Scholars have called for need for an analytical framework that takes both structures 

and action into account in new institutional theory: among them Hodgson (2007), who notes:  

“What is required is a framework within which the transformation of both individuals and 

structures can be explained. This approach must involve explanations of possible causal interaction 

and reconsti-tution, from both individual to structure and from structure to individual. This would 

mean an explanation of the evolution of individual purposes and beliefs, as well as an explanation 

of the evolution of structures” (Hodgson 2007, p. 106). 

 

Although it is commonly understood in new institutional theory that formal and informal rules 

guide behavior of actors, it is often disputed how these rules should be classified. North (1990) talks 

of formal rules and informal constraints, Ostrom (2005) distinguishes between constitutional rules, 

collective choice rules, and operational rules, and Williamson (2000) contributes with a four-level 

social analysis and then directs his focus to the formal rules on two of the institutional levels. 

Despite these different classifications, it is generally noted that interplay between formal and 

informal rules needs to be further explored (e.g. Williamson 2000, Hodgson 2007, Kingston & 

Caballero 2009). Just as Elster (2007) points at the importance of studying mechanisms to under-

stand social behavior, so does Williamson when he points to transaction costs as a mechanism to 

understand the behavior of firms and organizations. In their study of institutional change in 

advanced political economies, Streeck & Thelen (2005) refer to these mechanisms and suggest five 

“modes of institutional change”:  displacement (by defection), layering (in which new institutions 

are added that change the status and structure of earlier institutions), drift (change caused by 

ignorance), conversion (in which old institutions are given a new interpretation), and exhaustion 

(whereby institutions molder away). These modes may be overlapping and are not easily teased 

apart; however, they provide an understanding of long-term processes and consequences of 

institutional change emanating from both endogenous and exogenous factors.  

 

3:4 Towards a Conceptual Framework 

Searching for a theoretical framework that encompasses structure and agency, new institutional 

theory was found to be most suitable. Williamson’s four levels of social analysis incorporate formal 

and informal rules, brings in the notion of different time-frames and the interplay between the 

institutional levels. These four levels will here be applied to the context of planning, politics, and 

political decision-making. In order to improve clarity, I have made a few adaptations and 
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adjustments for this context. Firstly, the fourth level which Williamson called “resource allocation 

and employment” has been reframed as “practice” to signify habits, routinized behaviors, and 

routines. “Repeated behavior leads to the formation of habits or thought or action. Habit is the 

psychological mechanism that forms the basis of much rule-following behavior” (Hodgson 2007, p. 

107). As a consequence, the purpose of the fourth level has been modified to “get the applicability 

right” (“get the marginal conditions right” in the original). Although actors are present in all new 

institutional theory, they are not always included explicitly (Beckmann & Padmanabhan 2009). In 

my research, actors are understood to perform activities primarily on the fourth level, but also 

perform activities relating to and influencing the other three institutional levels. 

A second adaptation is with regard to the context of planning, politics, and political decision-

making. In their survey comparing theories of institutional change, Kingston & Caballero (2009) 

conclude that the appropriated model for studying institutional change—i.e., how formal and 

informal rules interact in a static and dynamic sense—may largely be a matter of context. New 

institutional economics uses economic theory—especially transaction cost theory—to analyze 

operations within the economy. Although transaction cost theory has been applied to public sector 

organizations as well, it does do not fully address issues of culture and ideology (Caballero & Soto-

Oñate 2016). To analyze operations in the context of planning, politics, and political decision-

making, theories from economics (transaction cost economics, economics of property, neoclassical 

economics) have been supplemented by theories that reflect those contexts.  Streeck & Thelen 

(2005), studying political economy, claim that gradual changes are often neglected in research in 

favor of identifying stability, and they point at mechanisms of incremental and transformative 

change rather disruptive transformations. While they explicitly only address formal rules, my 

research includes both formal and informal rules within the four-level analysis.  

Different theories complementary the institutional framework have been identified and integrated 

successively to relate to the empirical context of the different articles. The first theoretical article of 

the thesis, explore openness in the context of the networked information and knowledge economy 

and uses the institutional framework to understand key concepts relating to openness in the informa-

tion economy. The second article, which is also the first case study, examines how openness is 

interpreted in regional development strategies. In this study I relate the four-level institutional 

framework to planning theory and the concept of process vs. value as discussed by Campbell (2006) 

and Fainstein (2009). Just as institutions at different levels seem to be intertwined, processes and 

values are interrelated when it comes to justice in planning and planning as an activity, a profession, 

and a goal. In the third article, the focus is on openness in the context of political decision-making. 

The article discusses political theories of multilevel governance (Bache & Flinders 2004), network 
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governance (e.g. Rhodes 2007, Sörensen & Torfing 2007, 2009, Healey 1997, 2003, von Berg-

mann-Winberg & Wihlborg, 2011), and the public sphere (e.g. Habermas 1962/1991, Fraser 1990) 

within the institutional framework. The fourth article, focuses on openness in political parties, 

complementary the institutional framework with a theory drawn from comparative politics—

saliency theory (Budge & Farlie 1983, Budge 2015, Walgrave et al. 2015). In political science, 

different theories aim at explaining why opinions differ between political parties: for example, 

ideological differences (perhaps the most evident), representation, or interplay between voters, 

media, and parties. Saliency theory is commonly used in comparative analyses of party documents 

and is based on the idea that parties emphasize issues where they have “ownership”.  

In a manner similar to how transaction cost theory works toward understanding the mechanisms 

through which institutions influence operations in the economy, theories drawn from planning 

studies, political science, and governance research serve to help us understand the mechanisms 

through which institutions influence operations in planning, politics, and political decision-

making. 
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4. Research Strategy, Design and Methods  

“[W]e stubbornly claim that it is pragmatically fruitful to assume the existence of a 

reality beyond the researcher’s egocentricity and the ethnocentricity of the research community 

(paradigms, consciousness, text, rhetorical manoeuvring), and that we as researchers should be 

able to say something insightful about this reality.” (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009, p. 3) 

 

4:1 Approach to research 

A common point of departure regarding research approaches is the distinction between deductive 

and inductive research: deductive research starts from theory and goes from the general to the 

particular, while inductive research starts from empirical evidence and goes from the particular to 

the general. These approaches are, however, not always as distinct as one may think (Bryman 

2008). Another approach is the abductive approach which is suitable for explorative studies. This 

approach allows theory and empirical observations to interact in order to identify underlying 

patterns and enhance a deeper understanding of a phenomenon (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009, 

Dubois & Gadde, 2002, 2014). This approach, common when using case studies, was the research 

approach used here. The abductive approach allows us to understand that facts and research always 

are theory-laden, and thus the researcher is called on to be self-reflective, and the research to be 

reflexive as well. Alvesson & Sköldberg (2009) highlight the two characteristics of reflexive 

research: careful interpretation and reflection. Because data and results are understood as 

interpretations, researchers must employ critical self-exploration of their own interpretations, the so-

called “interpretation of interpretation.” Within this epistemological stance, certain elements are 

important subjects of reflection in clarifying the research conducted, such as the primacy of 

interpretation (assumptions and preliminary understandings), the systematics and techniques used 

for data processing and analysis, awareness of the political and ideological character of the research, 

and the problem of representation and authority as it relates to the study (Alvesson & Sköldberg 

2009).  

 

4:2 Research Strategy and Design  

In order to answer the two research questions: “how is openness interpreted?” and “how can open-

ness be analyzed?”, a new institutional theory framework of four levels of social analysis was 

chosen along with complementary theories to reflect different contexts.  The main advantages of 

using this institutional framework were that it links structure to agency and includes the notion of 

time.  
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To understand the mechanisms at play within this framework, complementary theories were 

engaged to reflect the particular contexts of the different case studies, as presented in the table 

below.  

Article Theoretical framework and complementary theories 

 

1. Openness - towards a taxonomy New institutional theory 

 

2. Openness in planning New institutional theory 

Planning theory 

 

3. Openness and transparency in political 

decision-making 

New institutional theory 

Political theory, governance theory 

 

4. Openness in political parties New institutional theory 

Saliency theory 

 

 

Table 1: Theoretical framework and complementary theories in the four articles 

The theories used have been explained in the theoretical section and will not be further commented 

here. Other theoretical frameworks initially considered were actor network theory (ANT), evolu-

tionary theory, and discourse analysis. These theories seemed more limited and less adequate to 

address the research questions, as they do not link to an institutional context as clearly, nor do they 

focus on both the relation between structure and agency and the notion of time, which was found to 

be one of the major assets of the four-levels of institutional analysis, and hence this was the 

framework chosen. 

New institutionalism is sometimes critiqued due to “the new institutionalism paradox” (Peters 

2005), in which human agents are constrained by institutions formed by human agents. This makes 

it important to address the issue of explanandum (what is going to be explained) and explanans 

(through what factors it is going to be explained). In this study, it would be right to say that 

openness is the dependent variable, the explanandum: i.e. what is going to be explained; the 

institutional expressions are the independent variables, the explanans. But as we shall see it is also a 

question of process. In their article on methods in new institutional analysis Beckmann & 

Padmanabhan (2009) build on the four levels of institutional analysis when they distinguish 

between research focusing on either institutional effects, institutional causes, or processes of 

institutional change. Using this terminology, this study is focused on mechanisms and processes of 

institutional change: 

“Investigations into causes and effects usually examine causality in a linear manner, thus often 

ignoring feedback loops. For example, in transaction cost economics feedback loops are largely 

ignored (Williamson 2000). Incorporating feedback into the analysis leads to a process perspective 
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that can look at, for example, the interaction between governance structures and resource 

allocation, or between the formal institutional environment and the social embeddedness level. The 

most comprehensive analysis of the process of institutional change will take all four levels into 

account. As should now be evident(…)such an approach needs to take long time horizons into 

account and combine different theoretical approaches.”  

(Beckmann & Padmanabhan 2009, p. 352)  

Qualitative case studies are a widely used method in new institutional analysis and are especially 

suitable when studying complex contemporary phenomena (Yin, 2014, Bryman, 2008, Beckmann & 

Padmanabhan 2009). Beckmann & Padmanabhan (2009) point at three critical issues when selecting 

methods for institutional analysis: to bring in the notion of time, observability and measurability, 

and the role of actors. Although institutions are by nature difficult to observe and measure, case 

studies offer an advantage, as they can combine different quantitative and qualitative sources.  

A case study is “the intensive (qualitative or quantitative) analysis of a single unit or a small 

number of units (the cases), where the researcher’s goal is to understand a larger class of similar 

units (a population of cases). There is thus an inherent problem of interference from the sample (of 

one or several) to a larger population” (Seawright & Gerring 2008, p. 296). With regard to case 

selection, Seawright & Gerring (2008) refer to purposive case selection procedures and make the 

distinction between seven different case selection procedures: typical, diverse, extreme, deviant, 

influential, most similar, and most different cases.  

In many respects, Sweden is considered an open county: international trade is important, around 50 

percent of its GDP comes from exports, and in recent years Sweden has received many immigrants 

and refugees from abroad. In international indexes of innovation Sweden scores high; and when it 

comes to digitalization Sweden is considered being one of the world’s leading countries. In terms of 

values, according to the World Values Survey, which measures values and attitudes among the 

populations of countries across the world, Sweden exhibits strong secular/rational values along the 

secular/rational vs. traditional axis, and strong self-expression on the self-expression vs. survival 

values axis (Inglehart 2008). Although in a global perspective other countries are more dependent 

on international trade or have a longer tradition receiving immigrants, Sweden is considered among 

the most open countries in the Western world. Under the classification of Seawright & Gerring 

(2008), the choice of Sweden should be classified as the “extreme” case method, which often serves 

as an exploratory entry point into a subject that is subsequently researched. 

In comparative politics it is common to study governance systems across a number of fields: e.g., 

legislative and executive branches of government, constitutions, electoral and party systems, the 
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role of interest groups, media and public opinion, and political culture and values etc. For clear 

reasons, openness and transparency may have a role in all these fields in different ways, and hence 

we need a description of the case selection process.  

A cumulative process 

In the first paper, “The Openness Buzz in the Knowledge Economy: Towards Taxonomy,” the aim 

was to explore the notion of openness in the literature as related to the networked information and 

knowledge economy, in order to understand the notion of openness and what it may consist of. The 

research questions put forward were: 

1) Are there different qualities of openness? Are these qualities related? How? 

2) What analytical tools can be used to understand openness? 

3) How can the concept of openness be classified into a taxonomy? 

This resulted in a model for the study of openness that included four qualities of openness, which 

were framed into the four institutional levels of social analysis that Williamson (2000) proposes. 

 

 

Institutional  

levels 

 

 

Accessibility 

 

 

 

Transparency 

 

Participation 

 

Sharing 

I: Cultural embeddedness:  

Customs, traditions, social norms  

 

    

II: Institutional environment: 

Constitution, political and economic 

system 

 

    

III: Insitutions of governance: 

Governance structure 

 

    

IV: Resource allocations: 

Daily operations 

 

    

 

Figure 4: An analytical model for the analysis of openness (Lundgren & Westlund 2016) 

 

The model above (figure 4) served as the analytical framework and tool in the case studies and was 

further developed throughout the study process. 

Three case studies were chosen in order to discover how openness is interpreted in different fields 

of  planning, politics and political decision-making. They were chosen cumulatively: that is, it was 

not until the results of the first case study were available that the second and third case studies were 

chosen. The second and third cases were conducted partly in parallel, as shown in figure 5. 

 

 

SUPPORT OR CONSTRAIN 
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Figure 5: Timeline of case study data collection 

 

In the first case study the objective was to test our analytical model for the analysis of openness 

(figure 5). The regional development strategies of three metropolitan regions—Stockholm, 

Gothenburg, and Malmö—were chosen as the unit for analysis. Metropolitan regions were 

considered interesting, since they are characterized by diverse population and are dense environ-

ments for knowledge, new ideas, and economic development. That is, they are assumed to offer a 

context where openness in different aspects may be expressed. The mandatory regional develop-

ment strategies are designed to formulate visions and strategies for the metropolitan regions over a 

20–30 year horizon. The strategies were elaborated by regional government administrations through 

stakeholder processes and were formally adopted by the regional government in question. The aim 

of this case study was to explore whether and how openness was interpreted in these regional 

development strategies. The assumption was that openness, along with findings in the first 

theoretical paper and the theoretical model, would be discussed in terms of the qualities of 

accessibility, transparency, participation, and sharing and across the four levels of social analysis. 

The results showed that openness was frequently discussed in terms of two of qualities—

accessibility and participation—but less in terms of transparency and sharing. More importantly, we 

found that discussions of openness could be summarized into two main lines of openness to people 

and openness to knowledge, information, and ideas, and that openness was discussed primarily at 

the third institutional level: governance.  

In the research process, these results and findings laid the basis for the design of the second and 

third case studies. If openness was mainly discussed at the third institutional level (governance) in 

planning documents, such as the regional development strategies, were there other contexts where 

one could expect that it would be discussed more frequently at several institutional levels? And 

where could one find a sample that could be assumed to be representative for a larger population? I 

assumed that in politics and political decision-making processes, openness would be an issue that 

would be discussed more with reference to norms, culture, institutional structure, policy, 

governance, and practice. Considering the high voter turnout in Sweden and the role of political 

parties in representative democracies, I assumed that by studying politics as articulated by political 

parties I would be able to draw conclusions and make generalizations to a larger population. 

Article 1 Case study 1 Case study 3 

Time 

Case study 2 
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The second case study focused on political decision-making. The unit of analysis was 10 interviews 

with political decision-makers from the local and regional level in the Stockholm region. Openness 

and transparency has a long tradition in Swedish public administration and is codified in laws 

regarding freedom of information. As actors within the political system, political decision-makers 

are obliged to follow formal rules, which include both laws and regulations within public admini-

stration, and also norms, rules and regulations set by the political parties’ internal organization. In 

their capacity as elected political actors, they act in several arenas: the parliamentary arena, the 

electoral arena, the arena of internal party affairs, and in the media arena (Strömbäck 2014). Formal 

and informal rules at the four institutional levels of social analysis can be assumed to be at play at 

all four of these arenas. Yet, at the same time the complexity of political issues is growing (e.g. 

Dryzek 2000) and multi-level and network governance are common in this regional context studied 

(e.g. Healey 1997, 2003, Bache & Flinders 2004, Sörensen & Torfing 2007, 2009, Hedlund & 

Montin 2009). The assumption in this case study was that openness would be discussed with many 

associations, and along the two lines found in the first case study.  I further assumed that openness 

would be discussed at all four institutional levels of social analysis. In line with the ambition of 

understanding the mechanisms at play (Elster 2007, Streeck & Thelen 2005) and using an abductive 

approach, the theories complementary the new institutional theory framework were incorporated 

through the process.  

The third case study aimed at studying how openness was interpreted in politics. The political 

parties play a fundamental role in representative democracies: they articulate political issues and 

cultivate ideological values, and despite higher volatility in recent years Sweden’s political parties 

are still considered to correspond to the electorate fairly well (Johansson et al. 2014). The unit for 

analysis in this study was the eight political parties represented in the Swedish parliament, who 

were examined through the party manifestos from 2006, 2010, and 2014 and in interviews with 

party representatives. Saliency theory (Budge & Farlie 1983, Budge 2015)—an approach frequently 

used for comparative analysis of policy issues—was used to compare the parties. With regard to the 

four qualities of openness, it was expected that the analysis of party manifestos would yield results 

similar to those from the regional development strategies in case study 2. I also assumed that 

openness would be discussed in association with many ideas, including along the two lines 

identified in the earlier two case studies. I further assumed that openness would be discussed at all 

four institutional levels of social analysis. In terms of saliency, I assumed that openness would be 

discussed by the political parties, but no party was expected to hold “ownership” over the issue of 

openness. 
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The three case studies reflecting planning, political decision-making and politics were chosen 

cumulatively and are believed to contribute through complementary perspectives to discovering 

how openness is understood and acted upon in planning, politics and political decision-making in 

Sweden. It should be noted that the case studies represent different geographic levels: whereas the 

first and second case studies refer to the regional level, the third case study refers primarily to the 

national level (text analysis of national party manifestos and interviews with representatives from 

the local, regional, and national levels).  

 

4.3 Research Methods  

One of the advantages of exploratory case studies is the possibility of using mixed methods, i.e. 

both quantitative and qualitative methods. Using mixed methods is part of triangulation, which is a 

means to enhance research reliability and validity by using multiple methods and multiple sources 

(Yin 2014).  However it is also important to link the research questions to relevant research 

methods. The use of different methods and techniques, and how that relates to the research 

questions in the individual papers, is illustrated in the table below. 

Article  

 
Research question/-s Qualitative 

methods 

Quantitative 

methods 

1. Theoretical article: 

Openness - towards a 

taxonomy 

1. Are there different qualities of 

openness? 

2. How are these qualities interrelated?  

3. What analytical tools may be used to 

understand openness?  

4. How can the concept of openness be 

classified into a taxonomy? 

 

Literature study  

2. Case study 1: 

Openness in regional 

development strategies 

(planning) 

1. To what extent are terms related to 

openness used? 

2. In what field(s) are terms related to 

openness used? 

3. At what institutional level (s) are terms 

related to openness used? 

 

Text analysis  

of regional deve-

lopment strategies; 

content and context 

analysis, institu-

tional analysis 

Text analysis  

of regional develop-

ment strategies; 

frequency analysis 

3. Case study 2: 

Openness and 

transparency in 

political decision-

making 

 

1. How is openness interpreted? 

2. How is openness and transparency 

interpreted in political decision-making? 

Interviews 

 

 

4. Case study 3: 

Openness in political 

parties 

1. How do the political parties talk about 

openness? 

a) Text analysis  

of political mani-

festos; content and 

context analysis,  

institutional ana-

lysis 

b) Interviews 

 

Text analysis of 

political manifestos; 

frequency analysis 

 

Table 2: Linking research questions to research methods 
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Methods, data processing and analysis of the case studies, are presented in each individual paper 

and will not be discussed here. However, I would like to make some general comments with regard 

to the techniques used and the interview sample. 

Two of the case studies consist of text analyses (case study 1 and 3). The text analysis was 

conducted based on search terms identified in the first article, and in the third case study search 

concepts were also derived from the results of case study 1 and 2. Working with singular search 

terms presents certain difficulties, since it is often difficult to analyze words stripped of their 

context. Hence, in order to understand the individual search terms, it was also necessary to under-

stand the sentences and the context. In case study 1, where the objective was to search for the exact 

wordings identified in the first article, this was done through thorough reading of the documents and 

also through comparing the Swedish and English versions where this was deemed necessary.  

In the third case study, the sentences where the search terms occurred were identified; however, the 

focus was instead to identify the two different strands of openness identified in case study 1 and 2. 

The interviews for the second case study were conducted in June and July of 2016 (10 interviews). 

The interviews for the third case study were conducted June through December of 2016 (for a total 

of 23 interviews representing eight political parties). Eight of the ten interviews conducted for the 

second case study were also used in the third case study.
1
 All interviews followed a structured 

interview guide and were recorded and transcribed, an important measure also to reduce the 

possible problem of the interviewer having met with some of the interviewed earlier. 

 

4.4 Comments on Expected Results and Limitations 

By not using a given or stipulative definition of openness, but rather to open up and to query the 

material (documents and interviews) about interpretations of openness, the intention was to 

encounter different interpretations. By using the institutional framework of four levels of social 

analysis complementary with theories reflecting different contexts of planning, political decision-

making, and politics, the study seeks to contribute to theory and the understanding of the concept of 

openness and what mechanisms are at play in institutional change with regard to openness. 

However, this research is also constrained with several limitations. Just as definitions frame what 

questions are asked, so do theoretical perspectives; had I used, for instance, a critical theory 

perspective instead of an institutional perspective I would have been led to ask a different set of 

questions. 

                                                           
1
 The reason for not including all 10 interviews in the third case study was to stick to the principle of 

including only one political leader from the local, regional, and national levels for each party. 
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Other limitations are the choices of case studies in planning, politics and political decision-making 

in Sweden. I assume that replicating this research in Sweden would come to similar results, but 

depending on the institutional framework, the political culture and political system, studies of 

openness in other countries would most likely show different patterns. Case studies other than the 

ones chosen would have been conceivable, such as relating how openness is interpreted with the 

performance of openness in politics and in public administration. The use of the institutional model 

of four levels of social analysis, as well as the complementary theories for the analysis of openness 

in planning, politics, and political decision-making, is nevertheless expected to be useful for studies 

of openness in other Western democracies as well, based on their similar institutional set-ups, 

political cultures and systems. 

It should be noted that this research and its results reflect the time, the zeitgeist, we are living in. 

Conducted between 2013 and 2017, a period in world politics when issues about openness have 

very much been in the headlines, also connects this study to strong sentiments, especially with 

regard to the first research question of how openness is interpreted. 
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5. Discussion of main findings  

In this section I discuss the main findings of the research and relate them to the two research 

questions: 

1. How is openness interpreted in planning, politics, and political decision-making? 

2. How can openness in planning, politics, and political decision-making be analyzed? 

In line with the metaphor of the openness buzz that was one of the points of departure when starting 

this research, openness was found to have different associations. The empirical evidence in this 

research is based on case studies conducted in Sweden, which is regarded as one of the most open 

countries in the world. Three case studies of how openness is interpreted have been conducted in 

three different contexts: regional development strategies for metropolitan regions, political decision-

making in the Stockholm region, and in the eight political parties.  

 

5:1 How is Openness Interpreted and Discussed in Planning, Politics and Political Decision-

Making? 

In the context of planning (regional development strategies) where openness and the four qualities 

of openness (accessibility, transparency, participation, and sharing) were examined, openness was 

found to be discussed mainly in terms of openness, accessibility, and participation. Transparency 

and sharing were found to be discussed to a limited degree, which might relate to the objective of 

the documents and that the expressions of sharing and the sharing economy are new concepts.  

When examining the contexts in which openness and qualities of openness were expressed, the 

following classification was made: 

- People, inhabitants, and visitors, backgrounds 

- Physical resources and attributes including infrastructure and transportations 

- Economic resources and attributes including job market and housing market 

- Social resources and attributes including social services and health care 

- Environmental resources and attributes 

- Knowledge, education, and information 

- Culture, creativity, and innovation 

- Governance, decision-making, implementation 

While accessibility and participation referred to a rich variety of contexts, openness referred mainly 

to people, inhabitants, visitors, people of different backgrounds, to physical resources, and 

attributes, including infrastructure and transportation, and to knowledge, education, information, 

culture, creativity, and innovation. With regard to the aim of the regional development strategies, to 
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provide a long-term vision and strategy for regional development over a 10-30 year horizon, it was 

not surprising that accessibility to different kinds of resources and attributes would be discussed.  

 

Also, it was not surprising that participation would be discussed in different contexts with respect to 

the influence of deliberative democracy (Dryzek 2000, Hajer & Wagenaar 2003), multilevel 

governance (Bache & Flinders 2004), and networked governance (Rhodes 2007, Sörensen & 

Torfing 2007, 2009), along with collaborative planning processes (Healey 1997, 2003) involving 

many stakeholders.  

  “The Stockholm region must be an open region, where people can utilise their 

personal growth potential irrespective of their gender and background (.…) The Stockholm region 

must be characterised by openness to new thoughts and social diversity, and be very cohesive and 

integrated.” (Regional Development Plan for the Stockholm Region. RUFS 2010, pp. 19-20) 

“In the open Skåne, global cross-border collaboration and development are a given. 

Skåne's unique position and openness to new influences has shaped our identity.” (The Open Skåne 

2030. Skåne’s regional strategy 2014, p.9) 

The results of the study of how openness was interpreted in the regional development strategies can 

be summarized into the two narrative lines: “openness to people”, and “openness to knowledge, 

information, and ideas”. These two lines of interpreting openness were then examined in the 

consecutive two case studies of this thesis. By several means, Sweden is internationally considered 

a very open country, e.g. export oriented, innovative, and endowed with laws concerning freedom 

of information, etc. However, in public debate today, in Sweden as in many other countries in 

Western Europe, both these narrative lines of “openness to people” and “openness to knowledge, 

information and ideas” are perceived as being under challenge. While globalization and 

digitalization serve as strong driving forces for both of these notions of openness, they are 

simultaneously counteracted by exclusion, global unequal distribution of wealth, terrorist acts, and 

the rise of leaders and political parties with populistic agendas.  

The institutional analysis, based on Williamson (2000), shows that institutions at different levels 

frame how openness is understood and talked about. The data in the third case study furthermore 

show that different institutional levels are predominant in different contexts. This is summarized in 

table 3. 
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Institutional levels Case study 1: 

Openness in regional 

development strategies 

Case study 2: 

Openness and transparency 

in political decision-making 

 

Case study 3: 

Openness in Political 

parties 

I: Culture, norms and values 

 

 X Context: the individual, 

society 

II: Institutions 

 

 X Context: the organization 

III: Governance 

 

X X Context: the organization 

IV: Practice 

 

 X Context: the individual 

 

Table 3: References to openness at different institutional levels 

Openness in the metropolitan regional development strategies was most frequently framed at the 

third institutional level—governance—even though other institutional levels were also referred to. 

Taking into account the nature of the documents studied, the emphasis on planning, policy, and 

governance was not a surprising result.  

  “We shall offer transparency and open data so that individuals and entrepreneurs 

can get involved in the region's development, create new services or participate in the democratic 

process.” (Open Skåne 2030. Skåne Regional Strategy 2014, p. 36) 

In the second case study, where regional political decision-making was studied, openness and 

transparency were talked about with reference to different institutional levels. Different mechanisms 

relating to democratic ideals, rules, and procedures of governance and the public sphere were 

operating as explanatory factors for the way openness and transparency were interpreted at different 

institutional levels.  

  “I think it is important with openness, a duty to tell the truth and that you stick to 

facts. This is fundamental, but I also understand that there are necessary tradeoffs, especially in the 

public sphere.” (Local representative of the Sweden Democrats) 

  “I think what everyone really wants, is good health care for cancer treatment, and a 

tariff system in public transportation that the citizens can understand to know what ticket they 

should buy. We have not had that system. Many issues are not political, and that is where we should 

be able to be more open. Then we can quarrel about the ideological issues where we don’t agree.”  

(Regional representative of the Left Party) 

With regard to the complexity of political decision-making acting simultaneously in several arenas 

(Strömbäck 2014) and the regional context distinguished by multilevel and network governance 

(Bache & Flinders 2004, Sörensen & Torfing 2007, Olausson et al. 2015), it was expected that 

different institutional levels would be referred to. However, the full range of mechanisms and 
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motivations as to how openness and transparency was interpreted in political decision-making,  

were not envisaged. 

  “Of course we can talk of formal and informal power and formal and informal 

arenas in politics. The formal ones are easily spotted, such as the local assembly council, the 

council board etc. The informal ones are when people meet. And that is when you have meeting 

platforms, for better or worse. I would say that the informal platforms have decreased, they have 

perhaps not become more transparent, but since they are many more today than before when they 

were few but very strong, they have lost their informal decision power, and that is good.” (Liberal 

Party representative, local level) 

It seems that Flyverbom’s (2015) idea of “managing visibilities” well illustrates how openness and 

transparency is handled in regional political decision-making.  

Also in the third case study I expected to find an inter-play between institutional levels. The 

interviews with political leaders from the eight parties showed that different institutional levels were 

referred to when openness was discussed in different contexts. When talking about openness in 

relation to the individual (“What does openness mean to you as a person? Are you an open 

person?”) it was common to refer to culture, norms, and values (the first institutional level) as well 

as practice (the fourth institutional level).  

  “As a politician and elected I think openness is important. In a way it is also a self-

interest, because if you want to get reelected and get good election results, you have to be visible. 

And by that I mean not only to communicate your opinion and what has been decided, but to listen 

to and have a relation with people, even if they are not at Facebook.”  

(Moderate Party representative, local level) 

Also, in relation to society and the open society (“What is an open society? Do you think Sweden is 

an open society?”) it was common to refer to culture, norms and values.  

  “An open society is a society that is tolerant towards what is different. That even 

likes what is different. This is an open society to me. I like to think in pictures: In an open society we 

don’t have fences around our gardens, or watchdogs. And we do not have to lock our bike in our 

own backyard. This is an open society to me. And barriers across the road in the country side, 

closed gates, locked mail boxes, door codes and all of that is, to me,  the opposite to an open 

society.” (Social Democratic Party representative, national level) 

When talking about openness in relation to the organization (“What does openness mean in your 

organization?” i.e. the parliament, local council, or county council) it was more common to refer to 

the second and third institutional levels: institutions and governance, and it was also more common 
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to talk about openness to in the sense of accessibility knowledge, information, and ideas. 

  “For instance, we don’t have secret sessions [in Parliament]. Always when the 

parliament is in session the public gallery is open and the session is streamed over the Internet. 

This is an example of openness. We also have scholarships for long distance visitors, and we 

provide information in foreign languages. These are also examples of openness.” (Moderate Party 

representative, national level) 

When talking about openness in relation to the political parties, it was more common to refer to 

internal procedures within the political party and less common to talk about openness in relation to 

the party’s political program. 

All in all, in both case studies where interviews were conducted, it was more common to talk about 

openness to people (for example, relating openness to welfare services, inclusiveness and partici-

pation in society), than to talk about transparency and openness to knowledge, information, and 

ideas.  

The examination of differences between the political parties with regard to the saliency of openness 

showed that all political parties talk about openness; however, none of the political parties hold 

ownership over the issue. Compared to other policy issues, openness is not a conventional policy 

issue (as for instance education or defense) but an erratic and unsettled issue that cuts across several 

political fields, such as migration, digitalization, and the welfare state. Along with theory (Budge & 

Farlie 1983, Budge 2015), the study furthermore showed that falling back on history and key ideas 

seem to play a role when political parties talk about openness, both in their political manifestos and 

in interviews. The results showed that situational effects should not be disregarded, especially not 

from the perspective of the complexity of politics and the media (Strömbäck 2014). 

 

5:2 How can Openness in Planning, Politics and Political Decision-Making be Analyzed? 

The second aim of this research was to explore how openness can be analyzed. In the first article, 

“The Openness Buzz in the Knowledge Economy: Towards Taxonomy,” different theoretical 

approaches were explored, mainly based on the literature on digitalization and the networked 

information and knowledge society, along with frameworks related to culture and institutions. Four 

recurrent qualities of openness linked to the major trends spurring the openness buzz —

globalization and digitalization—in the literature were extracted: accessibility, transparency, 

participation, and sharing.  

Using the analytical model of four interrelated institutional levels and four qualities of openness, the 

first case study showed that openness, accessibility, and participation were terms frequently found 
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in the metropolitan regional strategies, whereas transparency and sharing were not common. 

Openness was mainly discussed along two lines: openness to people, and openness to knowledge, 

information, and ideas. This was further explored in the second case study.  The third case study of 

how political parties talk about openness, was based on two methods: analysis of party manifestos 

and interviews. The party manifestos were used to analyze the qualities of openness, while in the 

interviews the two narrative lines were analyzed. Hence, different techniques were used depending 

on the data: search term analysis was considered a useful technique for the textual material but was 

not suitable for interviews. Adapting methods and techniques to the research question and the data 

is supported in the literature on methodology (e.g. Bryman 2008), and the different methods and 

techniques used here should be regarded as complementary. 

The institutional framework of four levels of social analysis (Williamson 2000) proved to be viable 

and applicable in all three case studies. As expected, the time frames of the institutional levels 

contributed to understanding perceptions of openness and room for maneuvering in different 

contexts. Hence, one conclusion is that this analytical framework may be useful for the study of 

openness in other territorial, organizational, or situational contexts as well.  

A key element for the use of a framework as an analytical tool is its operationalization: i.e. 

identifying and classifying the institutional levels in order to confirm the validity and reliability  

of the research (Beckmann & Padmanabhan 2009). The table below shows how the model was 

operationalized in the different case studies, by connecting key words and key ideas to the 

institutional levels. Although there are clear similarities, the operationalization of the model was 

elaborated to fit the context in question.  

Institutional levels Case study 1: 

Openness in regional 

development strategies 

Case study 2: 

Openness and transparency 

in political decision-making 

 

Case study 3: 

Openness in political parties 

I: Culture, norms and 

values 

Key idea: culture Freedom, democracy, 

equality, justice, know-

ledge, truth 

Freedom, democracy, 

equality, justice, know-

ledge, truth 

 

II: Institutions Key idea: institutional 

structures 

Local authorities, county 

councils, political parties, 

media 

Political, economic and 

social institutions, e.g. local 

authorities, county councils, 

political parties, media 

 

III: Governance Key idea: 

governance/policy 

Legislation, regulations, 

government rules permitting 

or restraining 

Legislation, regulations, 

government rules permitting 

or restraining 

 

IV: Practice Key idea: day-to-day 

practice 

Economic, political, social 

and cultural practices 

Economic, political, social 

and cultural practices 

 
 

Table 4: Operationalization of institutional levels in case studies. 
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5:3 Conceptualizing a Model to Analyze Openness 

The literature examined on the networked knowledge and information society pointed to four 

recurrent themes or qualities of openness: accessibility, transparency, participation, and sharing 

(Lundgren & Westlund 2016). Accessibility refers to different kinds of resources, with 

accessibility to technology, information, and knowledge seeming to play a particularly important 

role. It was also found to have a strong relation to the other qualities. Transparency in this context 

means open information, open communication, and accountability, a field that has been researched 

mainly with regard to the compliance of public administrations with transparency rules. 

Participation refers to individual or group participation in society or in economic, cultural, or 

social life, and sharing refers to physical or human resources, goods, services, knowledge, and 

culture that may be shared in socioeconomic systems outside of established market economy 

models. These four qualities, presented in the first article, were employed in the text analysis of 

regional development strategies (first case study) and party manifestos (third case study). A result 

of the first case study was the two narrative lines of talking about openness: openness to people, 

and openness to knowledge, information, and ideas (Lundgren 2016). These lines were also 

confirmed in the interviews in the second and the third case studies (Lundgren 2017, Lundgren, 

under review). Not using an a priori or stipulative definition of openness, other than the qualities 

of openness extracted in the first paper, enabled different interpretations of openness to be 

identified. This seems to be a first important element to take into consideration when 

conceptualizing a model to analyze openness in planning, politics, and political decision-making. 

 

The second relevant element is the relation of structure and agency, or in institutional terms, 

institutions and behavior. In the four levels of social analysis introduced by Williamson (1998, 

2000), originally elaborated for the study of firms and other organizations in the economy, we find a 

theoretical framework that links these notions and also takes into account different time frames with 

regard to institutional change. Whereas the first three levels of the model—culture, institutions, and 

governance—were deemed relevant also for this context, the fourth level needed some adaptation to 

fit the context of planning, politics, and political decision-making. Hence, what Williamson calls 

“resource allocation” (the fourth level of social analysis) in this context was changed to “practice.” 

However, the underlying idea is the same, to capture the notion of “how things are done.” Different 

attempts have been made to express this idea: Giddens talks of memory traces, practical 

consciousness, and routines “all the things actors know tacitly about how to ‘go on’ in the contexts 

of social life” (Giddens 1984, p. xxiii). Hodgson talks of habits: “For a habit to acquire the status 

of a rule, it has to acquire some inherent normative content, to be potentially codifiable, and to be 

prevalent among a group. The prevailing rule structure provides incentives and constraints for 
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individual actions. Channeling behavior in this way, accordant habits are further developed and 

reinforced among the population. Hence the rule structure helps to create habits and preferences 

that are consistent with its reproduction. Habits are the constitutive material of institutions, 

providing them with enhanced durability, power and normative authority. In turn, by reproducing 

shared habits of thought, institutions create strong mechanisms of conformism and normative 

agreement” (2007, p. 107). For March and Olsen (1989), “logic of appropriateness” refers to this 

normative element by asking questions such as“[W]hat would a person like me in a situation like 

this do?”. Granovetter (1985) points at purposive action in ongoing systems of social relations: 

“Actors do not behave or decide as atoms outside a social context, nor do they adhere slavishly to a 

script written for them by the particular intersection of social categories that they happen to 

occupy. Their attempts at purposive action are instead embedded in concrete, ongoing systems of 

social relations” (p. 487). 

 

We should not underestimate the viability of using the four levels of social analysis to understand 

social phenomena and social change, how institutions at different levels in different time frames 

frame actors’ behavior. When we combine the four levels of institutional analysis with 

complementary theory for the particular context, we come closer to the mechanisms at play when 

dealing with openness in planning, politics and political decision-making. Complementary theories 

reflecting the mechanisms for institutional change are the third element in a conceptualization of a 

model to analyze openness. The table below shows mechanisms in operation in this research. 

 Openness in 

planning: 

Planning theory 

 

Openness and transparency in political decision-making : 

Political theory, public administration/ governance theory 

Openness in 

political parties:  

Political theory 

 

Level 1 

 

 

 

Process vs value 

 

 

 

 

 

Issue of 

democratic ideal 

 

 

 

 

 

Governance 

 

 

 

 

 

The public 

sphere 

 

 

 

 

Saliency theory 

 

 

 

Level 2 

 

Level 3 

 

Level 4 

 

Table 5: Complementary theories reflecting mechanisms for institutional change in planning, 

politics and political decision-making 

 

As illustrated in the theoretical section above, the four levels of social analysis have been less 

frequently used compared to transaction cost theory, which has been repeatedly used to explain the 

behavior of firms and organizations in the economy, mainly with reference to the second and third 

institutional levels (e.g. Williamson 2000, Van Genugten 2008, Caballero & Soto-Onate 2016). In 
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this research it has been shown that the four levels of social analysis are also useful for the analysis 

of social phenomena in other contexts, where complementary theories relevant to that particular 

field are used as explanatory mechanisms.  

 

As we can see in the table above, different theories from political science, urban and regional 

planning, and governance studies serve to explain the mechanisms for institutional change in 

different political contexts. This is also in line with Kingston & Caballero’s finding (2009) that 

appropriate models for the study of institutional change are largely a matter of context.  Figure 6, 

below, illustrates the conceptualization of a model to analyze openness in planning, politics, and 

political decision-making, based on the institutional framework of four levels of social analysis 

and complementary theories to explain the mechanisms for institutional change.  

 

 

Figure 6: Conceptualization of a model for the study of openness in planning, politics, and political 

decision-making. 

This conceptualization of a model for the study of openness in planning, politics and political 

decision-making fills a research gap. By linking the four levels of social analysis to complementary 
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theories, this provides an explanatory framework within which the modes of institutional change 

take place. In this research, planning theory with regard to planning per se and the notions of value 

and process (Campbell 2006, Fainstein 2009), multilevel governance, and network governance 

theory (Bache & Finders 2004, Rhodes 2007, Sörensen & Torfing 2009), theories of the public 

sphere (Habermas 1962/1991, Fraser 1990) and saliency theory (Budge & Farlie 1983, Budge 2015, 

Walgrave et al. 2015) have served that purpose. 

 

5:4 Limitations and Extensions 

This study has several limitations. One of them is the theoretical framework, where choices of other 

theoretical frameworks would have directed the research towards other research questions. Another 

limitation is the relevance of the research to a larger population and to other contexts (for instance 

other metropolitan regions, other regional political decision-making contexts, or other political 

parties). However, with the aim to gain in-depth knowledge and to make analytical generalizations 

(Yin 2014, Dubois & Gadde 2002, 2014), case studies are not only an established and justified 

research method (e.g. Bryman 2008, Seawright & Gerring 2008, Yin 2014) but also sometimes the 

only way to gain knowledge about complex social phenomena (Beckmann & Padmanabhan 2009). 

Methodological attention and reflection was given to the fact that the topic of openness is high on 

the public and political agenda. To overcome the risk of being carried away with day-to-day 

developments with regard to openness as reflected in the media (such as election campaigns of 

new populistic political leaders, terrorist acts, and political scandals relating to transparency that 

occurred during the period when the research was conducted), it was considered important to 

follow a research plan and a structured interview guide that asked the same questions for all 

interviewees. The method of using search terms is not without its complications, since specific 

search terms cannot easily be taken out of their particular sentence or context. With this in mind, it 

is still possible to analyze search terms if the sentence and context is taken into account. When it 

comes to interviews, however, working with search terms is a very blunt method, and thus the 

interviews were analyzed by making reference to themes or lines of discourse about openness. 

Another limitation and risk is the potential bias of the researcher. However to address this 

challenge, I have worked to be explicit in my assumptions, theoretical positions, what questions I 

was asking, and how the material was being analyzed.  

 

There are several avenues for future research on the concept of openness to expand on. One of these 

would be to extend this research to a comparative analysis of openness in planning, politics, and/or 

political decision-making in different countries. Although studies show that political cultures seem 
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to vary more among and within countries than was previously believed (Denk et al. 2015), 

exploring openness in other democratic cultures and political systems, based on the analytical 

model provided, would presumably contribute to a deeper understanding of what mechanisms are in 

operation with regard to openness.  

Another direction would be to explore other contexts within the Swedish political sphere, such as 

openness in urban development, openness in foreign policy, openness in media etc. This would be 

an interesting way to follow up on the two strands or narrative lines of openness to people and 

openness to knowledge, information, and ideas, and to see whether they are also confirmed in other 

policy areas or contexts relating to the political sphere. 

A third field for future research relates to the institutional framework of four levels of social 

analysis proposed by Williamson (2000), previously used mainly for the study of firms and other 

economic organizations, where transaction cost theory has been serving as the mechanism for 

explaining institutional change. In this study, the advantages of the institutional framework of four 

levels of social analysis, linking structure to agency and bringing in different time frames, has been 

illustrated. Furthermore, this study has shown that by adapting the framework to another social 

context and by using complementary theories relevant to that context, this framework can also be 

used to study planning and politics in democracies. Apart from further studies to verify the viability 

of the conceptual model, the research could be broadened in this direction in order to further adapt 

the conceptual model and empirically test it on other social phenomena.  
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6. Concluding reflections  

Over time there have been times when the idea of openness has prospered—when openness has 

been sought after and deemed something desirable—and times when the idea of openness in society 

has been questioned and challenged. The initial claim of this study—that in the wake of globali-

zation and digitalization there would be a widespread “openness buzz” not only in terms of 

technology-driven instruments and practices that facilitate openness but also in planning, policy, 

political rhetoric and government administration, as has been confirmed in the literature and in the 

empirical results of this study.  

Some claim, however, that openness and transparency are not merely buzzwords but a myth and a 

metaphor (Christensen & Cornelissen 2015), while others discuss whether it is a virtue and an ethos 

(Benkler & Nissenbaum 2006, Peter & Roberts 2012) that may entail long-term and profound 

change in society: “ (…) the possibility that a radically different form of information production 

will emerge – decentralized; socially, no less than commercially, driven; and as diverse as human 

thought itself – offers the promise of a deep change in how we see the world around us, how we 

come to know about it and evaluate it, and how we are capable of communicating with others about 

what we know, believe, and plan” (Benkler 2006, p. 33-34). 

Within the theoretical framework of four levels of social analysis used in the thesis, this would 

imply changes at the first institutional level—culture. Culture, in this sense of traditions, norms and 

values, may be related to Kuhn’s (1962/1970 in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy/ Kuhn) notion 

of scientific paradigms which refer to intellectual patterns of thought that can be replaced through 

paradigm shifts, or to the concepts of imagined communities or imaginaries, reflecting a way of 

living, seeing, and making (Anderson, 1983/2016, Hult 2017). This study has shown that openness 

is referred to at four institutional levels, including the first level, culture. With regard to the different 

interpretations of openness found, it would be difficult to talk of openness as a paradigm, as this 

would imply at least an implicit common intellectual understanding of the concept. Yet in searching 

for patterns of long-term effects in society which are always difficult to verify empirically, 

researchers should keep a close eye on path dependence (Pierson 2000) as well as on the risk of 

over-focusing on stability and hence neglecting small, incremental, and discursive changes that over 

the long run may play a major role (Streeck & Thelen 2005). With this is mind, it would be difficult 

to predict a paradigm shift with regard to openness; however, it should be possible to note 

successive changes and mechanisms for change at the various institutional levels. 

As has been shown, openness was mainly discussed along two narrative lines or strands, here called 

“openness to people” and “openness to knowledge, information, and ideas.” It was striking how 
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often the discussion about openness came down to a discussion of democracy, and different aspects 

thereof. Whereas the core values of democracy are government by the people, majority rule, and 

equal political rights, Western liberal democracy (also called constitutional democracy) is 

commonly understood to entail not only free and fair elections but also separation of powers, the 

rule of law, constitutional rights, human and civil rights, and political liberties and freedoms.
2
 To 

this could be added notions that over time have come to be more commonly included in the 

democratic ideal: i.e., transparency, inclusion and participation in political and civic society. Meijer 

et al (2015) made a distinction between political transparency (with democratic, constitutional and 

social learning aspects attached to it) and administrative transparency (focusing at issues of 

economy, efficiency, integrity and resilience), as separate although related. Erkkilä (2012), 

discussing the unintended consequences of transparency, pointed at the dominance of the economic 

efficiency perspective which is supported and promoted by arguments of inter-national 

competitiveness and international government performance indices of good governance. This study 

shows that the political realm of openness and transparency should not be neglected.    

In article 3, which discusses openness in political decision-making, I found that the interviewees 

referred to different democratic ideals, such as the ideals of representative, deliberative, and direct 

democracy. Sweden is characterised by a mix of democratic ideals, and even though support for 

democracy is very strong, there are differing opinions among the parties regarding to how far 

deliberative and direct democratic ideals should influence democracy at the local and regional levels 

(Lidström 2013). Although it was not possible to draw any conclusions on this matter with regard to 

differences between the parties due to the limited dataset, it was striking how present the imaginary 

or idea of democracy was when talking about openness. Using the term imaginary in the sense of a 

shared social belief, the study reveals implicitly rather than explicitly that it is perhaps not only the 

imaginary of openness but also the imaginary of democracy that is being challenged by 

globalization and digitalization.  

Many of the principles reflected in this common imaginary of democracy are also reflected in the 

ideologies of the political parties: for example, justice, equality, and freedom, and some of them 

contain conflicting political goals that are raised and strengthened in the globalized and digital 

society. Furthermore, it seems that the two themes of openness are mutually reinforcing, where the 

idea of openness to people links to the notion of tolerance and participation in democracy and 

society, and openness to knowledge, information, and ideas link to transparency and freedom of the 

                                                           
2
 The term liberal democracy might be confusing, as it is not liberal in the same sense as “liberal political 

ideology”; instead, the sense here has roots in eighteenth century liberal thinkers’ ideas about government.  
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press. In public debate in Sweden today, and also in many other Western countries, both these 

notions of openness are perceived to be challenged by globalization and digitalization.  

While Flyverbom (2015) talks of “managing visibilities” to deal with issues of transparency, we 

might here talk about “managing openness”. More research on openness is called for, especially 

given the zeitgeist we are in, and through my research I hope to have contributed to future 

discussions on openness and the imaginary of openness. 
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