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ABSTRACT 

This article reports on the development of the certification scheme Citylab Action. The process of development is 
described, design considerations for the scheme are accounted for, and results from a pilot study, in which twelve 
projects are testing the first part of the scheme, are provided. The scheme has been developed through an iterative 
process, involving more than 400 practitioners and experts. First a draft definition of sustainable urban 
development was formulated, based on an analysis of how urban development can contribute to national and 
international goals for sustainable development. The draft was then discussed in a series of workshops, after which 
the resulting comments and suggestions were used to develop the draft definition into a draft scheme. This resulted 
in the definition of 17 objectives for sustainable urban development. Moreover, ten effects were defined, clarifying 
what the scheme ultimately seeks to support. 

The first version of the guide was released in October 2015. In essence, the guide defines what is important to 
consider when planning an urban development project. The guide was also complemented with a program for 
urban development projects, in which urban development projects that want to focus in sustainability can share 
knowledge and experiences. A pilot version of the program is running January to December 2016. The next step 
in developing the scheme is to follow up on the pilot, as well as to complement the scheme with indicators and 
criteria for certifying the planning process, as well as for ex-post evaluation of the performance of the urban 
development projects.  

Keywords: sustainable neighbourhood, certification scheme, piloty-study 

1. INTRODUCTION  

Certification schemes for sustainable neighbourhoods work through establishing a number of criteria and related 
indicators, supporting specific processes (e.g. public consultation) and features (e.g. solar panels) as well as for 
ex-post performance evaluation (e.g. kWh/m2 and year). Several studies have dug into these systems, identifying 
a few re-occurring challenges such as the balance between different dimensions or impact categories/spatiality of 
sustainability and the balance between mandatory and non-mandatory criteria  

Since 2010 there has been an on-going discussion in the Swedish built environment sector about the need for a 
certification scheme for sustainable urban development, developed for the Swedish context. Within this discussion 
different international certification schemes were evaluated, showing that while certification schemes are seen as 
having clear benefits, they need to be complemented with a forum for learning and exchange. This article reports 
on the development of the certification scheme Citylab Action. The process of development is described, design 
considerations for the scheme are accounted for, and results from a pilot study, in which twelve projects are using 
the first part of the scheme, are provided. 

2. DEVLOPING CITYLAB ACTION 

2.1 Beta-testing BREEAM communities  

To investigate whether BREEAM-C (BREEAM Communities) would be suitable for a Swedish context Sweden 
Green Building Council (SGBC) and the project “Nordic Built - Nordic Urban Development” arranged a series of 
beta-tests. The beta-tests were carried out in cooperation with 22 urban development projects in Sweden which 
tested themselves against the BREEAM-C’s manual to evaluate whether, and for what aspects, compliance with 
the certification scheme would lead to a more sustainable urban development or not. In order to collect the different 
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views and opinions on BREEAM-C all beta tests were thoroughly documented. Moreover, a SWOT-analysis of 
using BREEAM-C in Sweden was carried out, the contact persons for each of the participating urban development 
project was interviewed [see 9] and a two-day concluding workshop was held when all beta-tests had been 
conducted. The concluding two-day workshop gathered partly the same persons as the interviews but also others 
that had been involved in the beta-tests. These evaluations together with the overall result from the beta-tests were 
the main basis when deciding whether to develop a Swedish certifications scheme or not. The results from the 
beta-tests, SWOT-analysis, interviews, and workshop pointed in two main directions. On the one hand, the 
participants recognised a number of positive effects of using a certification scheme. Certifying an urban 
development project is an opportunity to promote both the urban area being developed and the municipality as a 
whole, something that was seen as a way to attract both inhabitants and companies to the municipality. Using a 
certification scheme was also seen as providing a structure for integrating sustainability considerations into the 
development process. This involved both using the certification as a ‘checklist’ to make sure that all aspects are 
considered, but also using the certification scheme as an argument to implement actions which would be difficult 
to get realised otherwise. On the other hand, the respondents and workshop participants also raised some 
drawbacks of using BREEAM-C as a certification scheme in Sweden. BREEAM-C is based on a British context 
that in several ways do not correlate to the Swedish planning context resulting in a need for major adaptations. 
These differences include legislation, standards, praxis, the organisation of planning etc. An adaptation would also 
have needed to consider the differences in how different aspects of sustainability is handled in the two countries. 
Moreover, besides from commenting on the manual as such, several participants also voiced a need for a network 
for people working with sustainable urban development, to facilitate knowledge sharing between different actors 
and urban development project, something that BREEAM-C did not support. SGBC could thus conclude that while 
there was a clear recognised added value of a certification scheme, especially if it was complemented with a 
networking components, these values were of a general character and not related to BREEAM-C as such. 
Consequently, instead of adapting BREEAM-C to a Swedish context, SGBC decided to develop a new certification 
scheme. 

2.2 Developing a new system – Guide, programme and certification   

The creation of a new Swedish certification scheme started with the definition of draft core issues. These were 
based on the conclusions of the governmental investigation “The Delegation for Sustainable Cities” [12], national 
environmental objectives, the beta tests and other workshops from earlier in the project [10] [11] etc. The draft core 
issues were then discussed during ten open workshops in 2014-2015, lead by the research project Decode and 
co-organised with ten municipalities, involving about 400 people from government agencies, municipalities, 
developers, real estate companies, energy companies, consultants, architects, research institutes, universities, 
politicians etc. Using the core issues as starting point, the workshops focused on what to include in a certification 
scheme and transforming the core issue into concrete measures and desired outcomes.  

After the workshops the draft core issues were handed to fifty experts on urban development for further 
development. SGBC’s members (real-estate owners, municipalities, property developing companies, consultant 
companies etc…) were also involved through monthly web-meetings. Parallel projects working with sustainable 
urban development such as C/O City and Södertörnsmodellen also contributed to the development. The expert 
group handled all comments and suggestions. In June 2015 a demo version was released followed by a five-month 
referral process to which 18 of SGBCs member-organisations provided feedback. Additional input to the revision 
came from the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) established in September 2015. In October 2015 the 
first version of Citylab Action’s “Guide for Sustainable Urban Development” could be released. The Guide is not 
yet developed for certification but concentrates on what sustainability issues that are important and how to work 
with these issues to create a more sustainable urban development. 

As concluded in the beta tests of BREEAM Communities, there was a need for something more, which a guide or 
a certification scheme could not fulfil: a need for knowledge sharing between different actors and urban 
development projects. The program Citylab Action was thus developed to support public and private stakeholders 
to develop their project specific sustainability programs and action plans. The aim of the program was also to 
facilitate a sharing of knowledge, experiences and ideas within the Swedish built environment sector.  
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3 INTRODUCING CITYLAB ACTION 

3.1 The guide 

The Guide is structured in three main parts: Desired Effects (Table 2) stipulate the intended outcome, and as such 
work as a definition of a sustainable city; the Sustainability Issues (Table 1) provide a concretization of what issues 
projects need to work with in order to realise the Desired Effects; and the Working Process (Table 2) which 
formulates aspects regarding management, participation and innovation throughout the project, which are 
fundamental to turn visions into reality.  

Category Issues Issues elaborated 

 
Spatial and 
integrated urban 
qualities 

1 Built 
environment 

Resource-efficient use of land to create a physically connected and socially integrated city. 

2 Cultural values Preservation and use of existing cultural values and heritage. 

3 Functions Diversity in design and functions (housing, service, culture, work-places). 

4 People A good living environment with a minimized environmental footprint for residents, visitors and 
workers. 

 
Proximity and 
accessibility to 
functions 

5 Transport Proximity and accessibility to urban functions and support sustainable transport (walking, biking, 
public transport, and delivery). 

6 ICT Development and provision of information and communication technologies and data to support 
sustainability. 

7 Places Access to safe and secure public and semi-public places in built and natural environments for people 
no matter ethnicity, gender, disabilities or age. 

8 Schools Good indoor and outdoor environment in schools and preschools.  

 
Air, light and 
soundscape 

9 Air Good air quality. 

10 Light Good lighting conditions in support of orientation, road safety, security and aesthetics. 

11 Soundscape Noise management so as to avoid negative health effects such as stress, hypertension, sleeping and 
concentration difficulties or general discomfort.  

 
Multifunctional 
green areas and 
climate adaptation 

12 Green areas Multifunctional green areas and ecosystem services providing good quality of air, soundscape, and 
microclimate, supporting physical, psychological and social wellbeing.  

13 Climate 
adaptation 

Increased robustness and decreased vulnerability for future extreme weather events, sea level rise 
and increase in temperature. 

 
Sustainable 
resource use 

14 Material flows Low resource use and the establishment of circular flows of biological renewable and technical non-
renewable resources. 

15 Products Choice of products and materials that minimize emissions of hazardous substances to air, water and 
soil, and that creates possibilities for good working conditions. 

16 Water A reliable and efficient water supply system, and a sustainable management of storm and sewage 
water. 

17 Energy Minimized use of energy, coming from renewable energy sources with delimited impact on health and 
environment, and with close to zero GHG emissions.  

 
Synergies and conflicts 

Conflicts between project targets and local, regional, national or international targets; Synergies and 
conflicts between project targets; Risk analysis for not reaching the targets; Identification of success 
factors 

Table 1: Sustainability issues in Citylab action 
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Desired effects Working process 

1 Health and wellbeing Organisation 

2 Equality and social cohesion Management, skills staffing and coordination of sustainability. 

3 Participation and influence 

4 Safe living environment Collaboration 

5 Good livelihoods Strategies, processes, tools and methods for coordination of the 
different actors involved in the project. 6 Attractive city-life 

7 Resource management Participation 

8 No negative climate impact Strategies for participation of inhabitants and local actors, and for how 
to handle conflicts of interest. 9 No negative environmental impact 

 Innovation 

10 Resilience and flexibility Strategies to promote innovation. 
Table 2: Desired effects and working process 

Citylab Action’s “Guide for sustainable urban development” looks quite different from other certification schemes. 
The Guide is not a “technical manual”, stating how many points or what grade a certain action is worth or equal to 
and there are just a few issues that are formulated in quantitative terms. Instead the idea of the guide is to be a 
structure for the collaboration between the actors involved in an urban development project and support the 
process of transforming visions about sustainable urban development into concrete action. It should also be 
adaptable to different projects of different sizes and with different sustainability challenges. Indeed, this flexibility 
also brings about with challenges when it comes to certification, for which assessment criteria and indicators will 
need to be established.  

3.2 The Program 

As previously mentioned, one important part of the idea of Citylab Action is also to facilitate a sharing culture so 
that different actors within the Swedish built environment sector learn from each other’s mistakes and successes. 
In order to do that a Program was developed, based on the Guide, to support urban development projects with 
sustainability ambitions. The Program builds on the pedagogical concepts of the flipped classroom and peer 
learning. During a 12-month period, participating projects meet at six two-day meetings. At every meeting one 
process theme and several sustainability issues from the Guide is discussed (see Table 3).  Also, external experts 
are invited to speak and different exercises are arranged to make it possible to try new methods or to get new 
perspectives. The participating projects then starts their internal discussions about how they work with the issues 
and themes in their respectively projects and how to develop that work. After the meeting the work continues at 
home, where every project formulates their own targets, action plans and strategies to follow up the targets and 
actions. At the next meeting the participating projects presents their targets, action plan and strategies for follow-
up for each other in so called peer-groups, letting individuals from the projects sit down and discuss the different 
projects’ respective difficulties and share ideas for the development. At the sixth and final meeting the projects 
present their final results: a sustainability program for the project and a plan for implementation and follow-up.  

  Meeting 1 Meeting 2 Meeting 3 Meeting 4 Meeting 5 Meeting 6 
 

2016:01 2016:03 2016:05 2016:08 2016:10 2016:12 

  Uppsala Göteborg Eskilstuna Norrtälje Helsingborg Malmö 

Process theme Organisation Participation Collaboration Innovation Implementation 

Presenting 
sustainability 
program 

Sustainability 
Part 1 

Conditions for 
sust. 
development 

Place and 
connectivity 

Mixed, 
heterogeneous city 

Energy use and 
renew-able 
energy 

Social life and 
sustainable 
behaviour 

Issues 1-17 1-4 3, 5-8 17 4, 7-8 

Sustainability 
Part 2 

Sustainable 
opportunities and 
life quality 

Ecosystem 
services and 
green structures 

Sustainable 
transport, mobility 
and ICT 

Resource 
management 

Sustainable quality 
of life 

Issues 1-17 12-13 9-11 14-16 4, 7-8   

Table 3: Structure and content of Citylab action programme 

To promote the sharing culture of Citylab Action, only projects that have been participating in the Program can be 
certified. However, a project does not have to certify or try to certify according to Citylab Action to participate in the 
program. 
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4. PILOTING CITYLAB ACTION  

In January 2016 a pilot-version of the program was launched. Twelve different urban development projects (Table 
4) participate in six two-day meetings, running January to December 2016.  

Participating projects 
New 
development 

Retrofitting 
with new 
development 

Mostly 
housing Mixed use 

Mostly 
business Municipality 

Barkarbystaden TRE x   x  
Järfälla 

Campus Albano x   x  
Stockholm 

Drottning H 
 x x   

Helsingborg 

Falsterbokanalen x   x  
Vellinge 

Lommarstranden x  x   
Norrtälje 

Masthuggskajen x   x  
Göteborg 

Norrtälje Hamn x   x  
Norrtälje 

Rosendal x   x  
Uppsala 

Skeppsbron x   x  
Jönköping 

Solna Business Park 
 x   x Solna 

Stadsläkning Lagersdal 
 x x   

Eskilstuna 

Täby Park x   x  
Täby 

Table: 4 Overview of projects participating in the pilot version of the program 

At the time of writing this paper 4 out of 6 meetings have taken place, implying that all findings must be treated as 
preliminary. The findings presented here are mainly based on the evaluations that participants have been asked 
to fill in after each meeting. With a response rate of around 50 %, a vast majority (95 %) have found the program 
valuable and would recommend others to participate. All parts of the program; lectures, exercises, working within 
the project group, discussing issues in mixed groups; are popular with 85-98 % saying it was valuable for the 
project. Several of the contact persons for the participating projects have also expressed their satisfaction about 
the program, pointing to that it gives a needed structure to the sustainability work, that it gives the project an 
otherwise missing forum for discussions between the involved actors, and that it makes it possible to ensure that 
sustainability is integrated in the project and does not become “bolt on” project.  

Since the Program is based on the Guide, the pilot version of the program is also a test of the first version of the 
Guide. The Guide has not yet been evaluated in any structured manner apart from that the participants in the 
Program has been encourage to give comments by post-it notes during the meetings as well as in a digital platform 
between the meetings. The comments have so far been focused on formulations of specific sentences, aspects 
missing among the issues and questions about what, more specifically, is meant with certain formulations. 

Participants in the Program express that they find the Guide useful (also see [19]) as a checklist to ensure that 
they do not miss any important issues. The desired effects are here crucial and used at every meeting and by the 
projects back home to evaluate objectives and planned actions to see whether the project as a whole steer towards 
all desired effects or just some of them. Finding ways to optimise the actions to steer towards more than one of 
the desired effects at a time. One of the urban development projects even reorganised their organisation after the 
first meeting in the program. The new organisation was based on the recognition that to ensure that sustainability 
not becomes a special interest guarded by a certain group, it must be integrated into the entire organisation.  

5. CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 

Looking at the preliminary results of the evaluation of the pilot version of the Program, the participants seem 
satisfied with how the Guide and the Program helps them with formulating their own objectives, action plans and 
strategies for follow-up. Based on the evaluation we can also draw the preliminary conclusion that the Guide and 
the Program together seem to cater for the two key functions of a certification scheme requested by the participants 
in the beta-tests and workshops: a structure and a checklist for action, and a forum for sharing of knowledge, ideas 
and experiences. This shows that involving the target group early in the process of creating Citylab was important 
in order to create something that suited the needs of both private and public stakeholders.  
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Even though participants express a satisfaction of the Guide and the Program there are work left to do. First of all, 
the Guide needs to be developed with assessment criteria for both the planning phase and to evaluate ex post 
performance. Moreover there is a need to establish routines for continuous evaluation and development of the 
Guide and the Program in order to keep it up to date with how technology and society develop. Finally, given that 
it is the Program that is the most innovative part of Citylab Action, the knowledge sharing and learning aspect of 
the system would benefit from deeper theorizing. 
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