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Sammanfattning  
I september 2015 antogs Agenda 2030 unisont av FN:s medlemsländer med syfte att omvandla 

vår planet till en hållbar plats till år 2030. Den innehåller bland annat de 17 globala målen, inom 

ekologisk, ekonomisk och social hållbarhet, som är nödvändiga för att denna omvandling ska ske 

och som alla medlemsländer bör eftersträva. I Agendan står det flera gånger att lokala 

myndigheter är viktiga för att nå målen och för att implementera dem i samhället. 

Sveriges regering har börjat arbeta med implementeringen av Agenda 2030 nationellt och menar, 

likt FN, att det är på lokal nivå som genomförandet av Agendan bör ske. Kommunerna har i 

detta hänseende en central roll i implementeringsarbetet, då deras verksamhetsområden spänner 

över många av de globala målen, och är ansvariga för att utveckla mark-och vattenområden inom 

sitt område på ett hållbart sätt. Agendan skulle i detta hänseende kunna stärka den fysiska 

planeringen. Denna uppsats har därför som syfte att undersöka hur kommunerna implementerar 

Agendan i sin organisation, hur stadsplanerare och planarkitekter adresserar hållbarhet i sina 

projekt och hur Agendan kan stödja det arbetet.  

Resultaten visar att implementeringen av Agendan i de undersökta kommunerna är svag. 

Stadsplanerare och planarkitekter har inte fått någon utbildning eller träning för hur de ska 

applicera Agendan i sitt arbete och de globala målen används då inte vanligen inom projekt. 

Resultaten visar att flera barriärer är i vägen för en smidig implementering, från kunskapsbrist, 

intressekonflikter, ospecifika hållbarhetsmål, till otydligheter i hur man generellt definierar hållbar 

utveckling inom kommunen. Att ha ett tydligt kapitel om Agendan i kommunens översiktsplan är 

en lösning på dessa problem. 

Däremot visar resultaten att det finns ett tydligt sätt att jobba med hållbarhet inom stora 

stadsplaneringsprojekt. Genom att tidigt i processen definiera vad hållbarhet betyder, sätta 

ambitiösa mål och den generella strukturen på området innan markanvisning för byggaktörer, kan 

kommunen skapa en gemensam förståelse för vad hållbar utveckling betyder för projektet, se till 

att byggaktörerna lever upp till satta hållbarhetskrav och förbättra förutsättningarna för en 

fortsatt hållbar utveckling av projektet.  

Agendan och de globala målen kan i denna process med fördel implementeras i ett tidigt stadie, 

för att bistå kommunen med relevant målsättning och vara ett första steg i att konkretisera de 

globala målen till konkreta, lokala mål. 
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Abstract 
All the member states of the United Nations (UN) adopted the 2030 Agenda unanimously in 

September of 2015, with the aim of transforming our planet into a sustainable place by 2030. The 

Agenda includes 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), spanning over ecological, 

economic, and social sustainability, which are necessary for the transformation of the planet, and 

all member states should strive to achieve them. In the Agenda, it is stated several times that local 

authorities are important for achieving the goals and implementing them in society. 

The Government of Sweden has begun working on the implementation of the Agenda nationally, 

and believes, like the UN, that it is at the local level, implementation of the Agenda should take 

place. In this regard, municipalities play a central role, as their areas of activity span over many of 

the SDGs and are responsible for a sustainable development of land and water areas within its 

boundaries. The 2030 Agenda could, in this regard, strengthen the municipal spatial planning. 

This paper aims at investigating how municipalities implement the Agenda in their organization, 

how urban planners and plan architects address sustainability in their projects, and how the 

Agenda could support that. 

The results of this thesis show that the implementation of the Agenda in the examined 

municipalities is weak. Urban planners and plan architects have not received information or 

training on how to apply the Agenda to their work, and the SDGs are not usually used in 

projects. Several barriers are in the way of a smooth implementation, from lack of knowledge, 

conflict of interest, unspecific sustainability goals, to ambiguities in how to define sustainable 

development within the municipality. One way to overcome these barriers is to address the 

Agenda in the comprehensive plan of the municipality. 

On the other hand, the results show that there is a clear way of working with sustainability in 

large spatial planning project. By defining, early in the process, what sustainability means in the 

context of the project, setting ambitious goals and the general structure before involving 

developers in the process, the municipality could create a common understanding of what 

sustainable development means for the project, ensure that developers meet the sustainability 

requirements, and improve the conditions for a continued sustainable development of the 

project. 

Implementing the Agenda and SDGs early in this process, will assist the municipality to set 

relevant goals, and be a first step in concretizing the SDGs to tangible, local goals. 
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1. Introduction 
Approximately two and a half years has passed since the General Assembly of the United 

Nations (UN) unanimously passed the resolution Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development. It is a plan of action for people, planet, and prosperity, seeking to 

strengthen universal peace, eradicate poverty in all its forms and dimensions, and a pledge to take 

the bold and transformative steps needed to shift the world on to a sustainable and resilient path 

(A/RES/70/1, 2015). The Heads of States and Government of all UN Member States signed the 

resolution and are committed to implement the Agenda in their respective countries. 

The 2030 Agenda includes 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets, 

demonstrating the scale and ambition of the Agenda, seeking to address environmental, social, 

and economic issues in a sustainable and integrated manner.                                                                                                              

The ambition of the Government of Sweden is to be a leader in implementing the 2030 Agenda, 

both nationally and internationally (Regeringen, 2017). The implementation involves a successive 

transformation and development of the Swedish welfare state, and a broad ownership of the 

Agenda among all actors in society is essential for this work – not at least on the local level (ibid).   

Municipalities are important for the implementation and operationalization of the Agenda on a 

local level, stressed by the Government of Sweden as well by the UN (Regeringen, 2017; 

A/RES/70/1, 2015). However, the rate of implementation locally is going slowly in Sweden – no 

national action plan for the implementation have been developed. At the same time, urbanization 

is going fast, and cities are becoming more and more important to achieve sustainable 

development (United Nations, 2018) – requiring that urban planning is sustainable, and officers 

planning and building incorporate sustainability in their projects. 

1.1. Formulation of the problem 
The resolution of the 2030 Agenda stresses throughout the report, that local authorities are key 

to achieve the SDGs and fulfil the aim of the Agenda. The Heads of State and Government and 

High Representatives pledge that they “will work with local authorities (A/RES/70/1, 2015, 

 

Figure 1. The 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2018) 
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pp.9), “work closely on implementation with regional and local authorities” (A/RES/70/1, 2015, 

pp.11), and “involve local authorities in the Journey of the 2030 Agenda” (ibid.).  

The Government of Sweden continues to stress this saying that commitment at the local level is 

key since municipalities have, to a great extent, a bearing on important parts of the 2030 Agenda – 

being responsible for large parts of public services (Regeringen, 2017). Furthermore, it is 

highlighted that municipalities are needed and play a significant role, when tiering down the 2030 

Agenda to the local business community and civil society (ibid). 

Despite these pledges and statements, there are little guidance from the UN – or the 

Government of Sweden – of how municipalities should implement the Agenda and address the 

SDGs in their daily operations. Even more interesting is the question of how the Agenda can be 

implemented and used in municipal spatial planning – which have a strong emphasis on being 

sustainable (SFS 2010:900).   

Limited research has been conducted on how to implement the 2030 Agenda in municipal 

processes – not surprisingly because the Agenda was adopted so recently. The closest is a study 

by Rosander (2016) examining how to implement the Agenda in the Government Offices of 

Sweden and what barriers exists for the implementation. Rosander concluded in her master 

thesis, among other things, that further research with the same aim, in other parts of the public 

sector, is needed to fully understand the whole chain of implementation in Sweden, and to learn 

what tools and methods are needed to implement sustainability policies – such as the 2030 

Agenda (Rosander, 2016).  

It is not only Rosander who stresses the need of further research in the discipline of 

implementation. Khan & Khandaker (2016) states that “even the best policy is worth little if its 

poorly implemented” (pp.539). Khan & Khandaker countinues saying that one problem with 

implementation is how to put it into practice lacks proper direction or guidelines, and that one 

reason for the lack of guidelines is that implementation is very much context specific, hardening 

the development of a grand implementation theory (ibid). Further research should therefore 

focus on a specific policy, in a specific organization. 

1.2. Overall aim and research questions  
In light of this, this thesis will continue the research done by Rosander (2016) but have a slightly 

broader focus. The aim is to investigate how Swedish municipalities are working with 

sustainability in spatial planning projects and if the 2030 Agenda is implemented in that work. By 

examining how municipal urban planners and plan architects in Sweden currently work with 

sustainability issues in spatial planning, and how they reason around the concept of sustainability 

in spatial planning – this study can contribute to understandings of how sustainability polices can 

be practically implemented in municipal spatial planning, and how the work can be improved. 

The study can also evaluate how and if the 2030 Agenda is implemented in Swedish 

municipalities. 

To answer the above aim, three research questions were developed. The first question was 

developed to narrow down the aim and see how the officials closest to the projects work with 

sustainability, which reflect on how sustainability is addressed in the municipality. The two other 

research questions were developed in accordance with Klein & Sorras (1996) model for 

implementation and innovation effectiveness. The theory will be presented in the coming 

chapter, and the questions were developed both to investigate if and how the respondent worked 
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with the Agenda in their projects, and to assess to which degree the Agenda had been 

implemented in the municipality. 

• How does urban planners and plan architects address sustainability in their projects? 

• How is the climate for implementation of the 2030 Agenda, among municipal urban 

planners and plan architects? 

• How does the 2030 Agenda fit with the values of sustainability of municipal urban planners 

and plan architects? 
 

1.3. Limitations 

The study was conducted as a thesis project á 30hp during the spring semester of 2018 at the 

offices of Atkins. 

The possibility to draw general conclusions about the implementation of the 2030 Agenda in 

Swedish municipalities was delimited by the choice of how many and which municipalities to 

study. Municipalities were chosen after their proximity to Stockholm and relationship with Atkins 

and because of these criteria, no general conclusions can be drawn about the implementation of 

the 2030 Agenda in Swedish municipalities. One urban planner/plan architect was then 

interviewed at the respective municipality, and the results from the interviews can therefore 

mostly reflect personal opinions and values, and not the entire organizations. The result can 

though give an indication of how the municipality is inclined when it comes to sustainability and 

the implementation of the 2030 Agenda, but mostly indicate the specific respondent position 

when it comes to sustainability and the 2030 Agenda. 

The results can also provide best practice examples and be an inspiration for other Swedish 

municipalities on how to work with sustainability in spatial planning. The results from the 

interviews can also be a first evaluation of the usage of the SDGs at authorities.  
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2. Background 
The aim of this chapter is to set a context for the report, by describing the municipal spatial 

planning process in Sweden, how sustainability is addressed within it, and give an overview of the 

2030 Agenda and the SDGs, and how Sweden is planning to implement it. Earlier research and 

theoretical framework will also be addressed in this chapter. 

2.1. Municipal spatial planning in Sweden 
The Planning and Building Act (PBA) is the main legislation regulating societal progress in 

Sweden, including municipal spatial planning. This is regulated in the first two articles of chapter 

one: 

“1 § This Act contains provisions on the planning of land and water areas, and on construction. 

The purpose of the provisions is, with regard to the freedom of the individual, to promote 

societal progress with equal and proper living conditions and a clean and sustainable habitat, for 

people in today’s society and for future generations” 

(SFS 2010:900) 

“2 § Planning the use of land and water areas in accordance with this Act is a municipal 
responsibility” 
(SFS 2010:900) 

Apart from the regulations in the PBA, the Swedish Environmental Code (EC) is also central for 

municipal spatial planning, regulating land and water use, and the physical environment in general 

(SFS 1998:808). Relevant, but not regulating directly the municipal spatial planning, is the local 

self-government. The local self-government means that municipalities deals with local issues and 

have great freedom of action at the local level (Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting, 2015). The 

local self-government is regulated by law in the Swedish Constitution chapter 1 and 14 (SFS 

2011:109).  

2.1.1. Comprehensive planning, detailed development planning, and area regulations 

There are three types of spatial planning processes that a municipality should develop:   

comprehensive planning, detailed development planning, and area regulations (SFS 2010:900).  

According to chapter 3 article 1 PBA, “every municipality must have a current comprehensive 

plan that covers the entire municipality”. Furthermore, the plan “must indicate the orientation for 

the long-term development of the physical environment” […] and “provide guidance for 

decisions on how the land and water areas are to be used and how the built environment is to be 

used, developed, and protected” (SFS 2010:900). The municipal officers develop the 

comprehensive plan (CP), while the elected politicians adopt it. The CP is in that way a political 

document, reflecting current societal values, ambitions, and guidelines for spatial planning 

(Sandberg, 2017; Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting, 2018). 

The comprehensive plan is indicative for detail development planning, since it presents how the 

municipality wants city and land to be developed, which areas are considered suitable for new 

buildings, and where not to build (Boverket, 2015). Because of this, and the fact that the 

comprehensive plan is not legally binding (SFS 2010:900), the plan often takes the form of a 

steering document within municipal planning, including overarching visions, desired paths of 

societal progress, and long-term strategies for the development of land and water areas within the 

municipality (Sandberg, 2017).  
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Detailed development plans (DPP) and area regulations are legally binding and a specification of 

the content of the CP (SFS 2010:900). DPPs are established when decisions have been made of 

new constructions in a neighbourhood, and regulate in detail where buildings, roads etc. should 

be placed and designed (Boverket, 2015). After a DPP have been set up and adopted of an area, 

constructions must follow it and the dimensions stated in it are constrained by law. Area 

regulations are an intermediate of CP and DPP, and used to regulate land and water use, if 

necessary, to safeguard the objectives of the CP or to meet national interests (ibid). 

 

Figure 2. The three levels of municipal planning in Sweden – as states in the Planning and Building Act 

 

2.2. Sustainable development in municipal spatial planning 
Sustainable development is expressed in several chapters of the Swedish Planning and Building 

Act. In the first article, as cited above, one purpose of the Act is “to promote societal progress 

with equal and proper living conditions and a clean and sustainable habitat, for people in today’s 

society and for future generations” (SFS 2010:900). This refers to the definition of sustainable 

development as per the Brundtland Report (1987) Our Common Future: 

“Sustainable development is development that meets the need of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

(The World Comission on Environment and Development, 1987) 

Furthermore, the second chapter of PBA indicates the public and private interests to be 

considered when locating and designing buildings, which are starting points for appropriate land 

and water use from a sustainability point of view (Boverket, 2017). In chapter 2 article 2 PBA, a 

further concretization of the public and private interest to be considered, reveals that the three 

dimensions of sustainability – ecological, economic, and social – are at the core of those interest: 

“Ch 2 § 3 In accordance with this Act, planning […] must promote: 

1. A purposeful structure and an aesthetically pleasing design of the built environment, green 

spaces, and transportation routes; 

2. a from a social perspective viable living environment that is accessible and usable for all social 

groups;  

3. long-lasting and effective management of land and water areas, energy recourses and raw 

materials, as well as good environmental conditions in other respects;  
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4. good economic growth and efficient competition” 

(SFS 2010:900) 

The above article is also the main section of the Planning and Building Act which provides 

support for municipalities to work with sustainable development in comprehensive planning 

(Boverket, 2017). Additionally, the comprehensive plan gains a central role when working with 

sustainable development in municipal spatial planning, since it must take into consideration 

national and regional goals relevant for the sustainable development of the municipality (SFS 

2010:900). Two examples of national goals municipalities should consider in spatial planning, 

related to sustainability, are the 16 Environmental Objectives, which should permeate all levels of 

environmental and land use planning in Sweden (Naturvårdsverket, 2017), and the national goal 

to not have any net emissions of greenhouse gases to the atmosphere by 2045 (Regeringskansliet, 

2017). 

The comprehensive plan is therefore the main steering document for sustainable spatial planning 

in every municipality in Sweden, where governmental directives, goals, national laws, and 

sometimes international objectives, in combination with current local values, ambitions, and 

guidelines, are reflected and translated into practical action (Håkansson, 2005). 

2.3. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (the 2030 Agenda or the Agenda) was adopted 

by all member states of the United Nations (UN) in September of 2015, and is a plan of action 

for people, planet, and prosperity until the year of 2030 (A/RES/70/1, 2015). The aim of the 

Agenda is to “free the human race from the tyranny of poverty and to heal and secure our planet 

[…] and take bold and transformative steps […] to shift the world on to a sustainable and 

resilient path (pp. 1, ibid). 

To specify the purpose of the Agenda, 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with 169 

targets were developed, which built on the previous Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 

The MDGs were eight goals with the aim of enhance the life of the worlds’ poorest people 

(UNDP, n.d.). They were adopted in 2000 by all member states of the UN, and focused on 

poverty reduction, human rights, and the environment (ibid). The MDGs did only have a slight 

focus on sustainability and did not have an integrated approach of how the goals were to be 

achieved by taking into consideration ecological, economic, and social perspectives (Kanie et.al., 

2014), which the UN set out to change for the SDGs. 

Climate and environmental related issues can be seen as matters of human rights, since the ones 

most affected of the effects of climate change are the worlds’ most vulnerable and poor people 

(IPCC, 2014; Rosander, 2015; UNCR, 2017). The SDGs recoginze this and all goals are therefore 

integrated, indivisible and balancing the three dimension of sustainable development, economic, 

social, and ecological (A/RES/70/1, 2015). Some examples of goals from each dimension are: no 

poverty, good health and well-being, gender equality, clean water and sanitation, affordable and 

clean energy, sustainable cities and communities, and decent work and economic growth (United 

Nations, 2018). 

The resolution on the 2030 Agenda states that the goals are indivisible and integrated, 

(A/RES/70/1, 2015), but the resolution lacks a deeper analysis of the interrelationships between 

them (Zhou & Moinuddin, 2017). Rockström et.al presented in 2009 a perspective of the three 

dimensions of sustainability, where the ecological dimension, or the biosphere, is the foundation 

for the other two. Crossing the planetary boundaries – thresholds for which ecosystems and the 
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planet can safely operate in – can lead to severe and irreversible changes to ecosystems and the 

climate, which in the end can have significant negative effects on the entire humanity (Rockström 

et.al, 2009). In this perspective, underpinning sustainable development, is the environment and 

ecosystems, since it is a presumption for socio-economic development. Figure 2 below, presents 

an interpretation of the 2030 Agenda from this perspective.  

 

Figure 2. The relation between the ecological, social, and economic dimensions of the Sustainable Development Goals as per 
Rockström et.al, 2009 (Rockström et.al, 2009) 

Central to the realization and implementation of the 2030 Agenda are national parliaments and 

governments of the UN member states, with power to enact laws and adopting budgets 

(A/RES/70/1, 2015). The SDGs are expected to be translated by governments into national 

action plans, policies, and incentives, reflecting the capacities and different realities of the country 

(GRI, UN Global Compact & WBCSD, 2015). Furthermore, it is stressed that “governments and 

public institutions will also work closely on implementation with regional and authorities, sub 

regional institutions, international institutions, academia, philanthropic organizations, volunteer 

groups and other” (pp. 11, (A/RES/70/1). Business is also appointed as central actors in the 

realization and implementation of the SDGs on a local level (Adams, 2017; GRI, UN Global 

Compact & WBCSD, 2015). 

2.4. Implementation of the 2030 Agenda in Sweden 

The Swedish Government has an ambition that Sweden will be a leader in implementing the 2030 

Agenda – both nationally and internationally (Regeringen, 2017). The Government is jointly 

responsible for the implementaion of the 2030 Agenda, with each ministry responsible to cover 

the issues of the Agenda according to their area of responsibility. Additionally, The Ministry of 

Finance is responsible for coordinating the implementation of the Agenda nationally, and the 

Ministry of Foreign Affaris is in charge of the work with Sweden’s contributions to the 

international implementation of the 2030 Agenda (2015/16:182). 

Furthermore, the Government appointed a national delegation, “Agenda 2030 delegationen”, 

with the aim to support and stimulate the implementation of the Agenda in Sweden, by among 

other things, propose an overarching national action plan for the implementation process 
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(Regeringen, 2017). The proposed action plan was presented for the Government in June 2017, 

covering six topics to be prioritized in the Swedish implemenation of the Agenda – A society based 

on equality for all and between genders, Sustianable cities, A socially and circular economy, A strong business 

sector and sustainable business models, Sustainable and healthy foods, and Strenghtened knowledge and innovation 

(Agenda 2030-delegationen, 2017). The Government will present the reviewed national action 

plan during the Spring of 2018. The delegation consists of seven members, appointed by the 

Government, with competences spanning over the three dimensions of sustainability (Agenda 

2030-delegationen, 2018).  

Municipalities and other county councils in Sweden have a bearing on important parts of the 

2030 Agenda, since they are responsible for several vital societal functions at the local and 

regional levels, affecting lives, living conditions and health of the population (Regeringen, 2017) – 

which spans over all SDGs. Many of these functions are mandatory and regulated by law, while 

some are voluntary, including the implementation of the 2030 Agenda (ibid). However, since the 

national action plan is under development, there is no national framework guiding municipalities 

on how to implement the Agenda in their organization. In light of this, Sweco conducted a 

survey with 177 municipalities in Sweden regarding the level of implementation of the Agenda in 

their organization, showing that 36 % had started the work of implementation, while the rest not 

having started or could not answer (Sweco, 2017). 

The Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions – an organisation that represents and 

advocates for local governments in Sweden – presents three reports on their website, with the 

aim of inspiring the work with the 2030 Agenda in municipalities, county councils, and regions 

(Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting, 2018). These reports were developed outside Sweden and 

have all different approaches in localizing SDGs in relation to the organzation, as well as how to 

implement them (ibid).  

 

Figure 3. Mapping of actors involved in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda on the national, regional and local level 

2.5. Earlier research and theoretical framework 
A base for this project is the master thesis by Rosander (2016). Rosander conducted research 

with the aim of studying the implementation of the 2030 Agenda in the Government Offices of 
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Sweden based on theories on implementation and experiences of working with environmental 

and sustainability policies (Rosander, 2016). Furthermore, the objective with the study was to 

identify barriers and propose alternative methods of the ongoing work in implementing the 

Agenda (ibid).  

Rosander identified through the study, several barriers with the implementation of the Agenda in 

the Government Offices of Sweden, among some are: interdepartmental competition, extra 

work, low status for sustainability issues, and collaboration difficulties between departments 

because of different working routines and uneven management (Rosander 2016, pp.26). 

Important to improve the implementation of the Agenda is to address these barriers, with i.e. 

capacity and knowledge improvements though skill training related to the Agenda, create clear 

areas of responsibility in order to enhance personal incentives to work with the Agenda, and 

establish unities of analysis, in order to identify further barriers (ibid). Rosander means that it is 

important from an environmental governance perspective, to keep searching for types of tools 

and methods which are suitable to implement sustainability policies, and that more research is 

needed on the subject in order to apply the sustainability aspects of the 2030 Agenda. 

Apart from earlier research regarding the 2030 Agenda, relevant research regarding work with 

environmental and sustainability issues in Swedish municipalities have been examined for this 

thesis. Håkanssons (2005) aim in her doctoral thesis Competence for Sustainable Development - 

professional roles in local planning was to increase the empirical understanding of the day-to-day 

planning practice and environmental work in Swedish municipalities, in a society where the 

number of political goals in respect of environmental matters, is constantly increasing. An 

important assumption permeating the thesis “is that changing conditions, for example in relation 

to changes in legislation […] do not always have an impact on every-day professional practice” 

(Håkansson, 2005). Furthermore, Håkansson showed that environmental and sustainability issues 

have, since the 70s in Sweden, largely been municipal responsibilities and that municipalities are 

nowadays assumed to play a central role in the creation of a sustainable society.  

Håkansson (2005) concludes the thesis stating that there is a great deal of knowledge and insights 

of environmental problems at the municipalities studied, and that there are tools and methods in 

place to address these, but that the main problems in producing more effective environmental 

work, involves established ways of thinking and working, among the administrators in the 

municipal organization. Additionally, the thesis demonstrates a gap between national policy and 

local practice, and that national legislation and regulations alone are not guaranteeing that 

environmental management will be of priority at the local level (Håkansson, 2005). 

2.5.1. Implementation theories 

Research in the field of implementation science began during the 1970s in the U.S, out of a desire 

to achieve more evidence-based practice in health care and other areas of professional practice 

(Khan & Khandaker, 2016; Nilsen, 2015; Rosander, 2016; Saetren, 2005; Sander, 2018). Pressman 

and Wildavsky, authors of the book Implementation from 1973, are seen as the founding fathers of 

this type of research (Saetren, 2005), when they studied a federal program in the U.S. aimed at 

provide jobs, but with weak results. This type of explorative study of a singular case was also 

typical for the first generation of implementation studies, which often concluded that 

implementation of public policy frequently resulted in fallacies and failures (Sander, 2018). 

Additionally, this first generation of implementation studies were very empirical driven which 

consisted of case studies of failed implementation – not always paying attention to the theoretical 

underpinnings of the dicipline (Rosander, 2016). Furthermore, the theoretical base was at that 
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time very limited, leading to difficulties in understandings and explainings of why implementation 

sometimes succeeded and sometimes not (Nielsen, 2015). 

With the second generation of implementation studies, more nuanced questions arose about the 

criteria for success or failure, instead of continuing to only search for failures – generating 

analytical frameworks and models to guide research on implementation (Khan & Khandaker, 

2016; Sander, 2018). Theories were presented of how to describe the implementation process, 

and the debate was mainly between those advocating top-down models, and those supporting 

bottom-up approaches to policy implementation (Rosander, 2016). In short, top-down 

approaches describe implementation from above in the management throguh clear and well 

formulated processes, while bottom-up approaches mean that change and the vital factors of 

implementation lies at the recipient level (ibid.) 

The current, or third generation, of implementation studies can be said to be a hybrid of the top-

down/bottom-up approaches. Factors at both the central and local level are, according to this 

hybrid approach, influencing the outcome of implementation, and actors and structures are vital 

parts in the implementation process (Khan & Khandaker, 2016; Rosander, 2016). Additionally, as 

a reaction to the two previous generations of studies without much theoretical basis, the goal was 

now to be more scientific and directly confront the conceptual and measurment problems which 

had hampered progress in the field (Khan & Khandaker, 2016). As Nielsen (2015) puts it: “the 

last decade of implementation science has seen a wider recognition of the need to establish the 

theoretical bases of implementation and strategies to facilitate implementation” (pp.1). As a result 

of this, theories borrowed from diciplines such as psychology, sociology and organizathional 

theory, are now applied in implementation studeis, along with the theories, models, and 

frameworks that have emerged from within the dicipline (ibid). 

Nonetheless, despite the efforts to synthesize results, specify casual relationships, and establish 

the theoretical bases of implementation science – which could guide research and explain 

implementation results – there is still no general theory across all the particular contexts (Sander, 

2018). Some scholars even argue that aiming for such a theory is utopian, and that instead, 

researchers should develop and test partial theories and hypotheses, by a variety of methods and 

concepts (ibid).   

One, commonly cited implementation theory, is Klein and Sorras (1996) model for 

implementation and innovation effectivness (Rosander, 2016; Nielsen, 2015). According to the 

theory, implementation and innovation effectivness depends on two main factors, Climate for 

implementation, and Innovation-values fit (Klein & Sorra, 1996) – and it is a hybrid of the top-

down/bottom-up approach mentioned above. Furthermore, the term implementation is defined 

as “the transition period during which targeted organizational members ideally become 

increasingly skillful, consistent, and committed in their use of an innovation” (pp. 1057, ibid) and 

the term innovation as a “technology or a practice being used for the first time by members of an 

organization” (pp.1057, ibid). 

The first part of the theory, Climate for implementation, consists of three parts: Skills, Incentives 

and disincentives, and Absence of obstacles (Klein & Sorra, 1996). A strong climate for implementation 

is preferable, since it fosters innovation use by “a) ensuring employee skill in innovation use, b) 

providing incentives and disincentives for innovation avoidance, and c) removing obstacles for 

innovation use” (pp. 1060, ibid), and is assesed from weak to good.  The second part, innovation-

values fit, describes “the extent to which targeted users percieve that the use of the innovation 
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will foster (or, conversly, inhibit) the fullfillment of their values (pp. 1063, ibid) and is measured 

poor to good.  

 

Figure 4. Conceptual model of determinants and consequences of implementation effectiveness (Klein & Sorra, 1996) 

In short, if these two parts are achieved simultaneously and climate for implementation is strong, 

and innovation-values fit is good, employees will be enthusiastic over the innovation, and 

committed, consistent, and creative in the innovation use (Klein & Sorra, 1996). 

 

Figure 5. Effects on employees' affective response and innovation use (Klein & Sorra, 1996). 

This theory can be used by researchers to enhance understandings and explanations of certain 

aspects of implementation, by providing researchers with the critical aspects needed to answer 

the questions of how and why implementation sometimes succeeds and sometimes not (Nilesen, 

2015). 

The model developed by Klein & Sorra (1996) can be applied on the organizational level or the 

individual level. It is important that the researcher using the model clarifies on what level she will 

use it in the analysis of the particular innovation (the 2030 Agenda) being studied. In this thesis, 
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the model will mainly be used on an individual level, on individuals from different organizations. 

The climate for implementation at the respective municipalities will be difficult to assess, but the 

respondents answer will be analyzed to give a first indication of how the climate for 

implementation is at the respective municipalities.  
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3. Method 
To be able to investigate the aim of the thesis, a qualitative research approach was used. 

Comparing the quantitative and qualitative approach, the latter is more suitable when 

investigating phenomena, opinions, and the world as perceived by other people (Olsson & 

Sörensen, 2011). Qualitative methods provide the researcher with descriptive data of a topic 

through e.g. written material, interviews or observations (ibid). 

The qualitative method is also preferable when studying implementation, when the researcher 

wants to get a first-hand understanding of the why and how a policy is implemented in an 

organization (Yanow, 2007).  

The empirical data for answering the research questions in the thesis, was obtained by conducting 

a qualitative interview study. The method was chosen because it was concluded to be the best 

way to fulfill the aim of the study. Additionally, interviews are common in policy-related research 

of implementation in organizations (Rosander, 2016; Yanow, 2007).  

In addition to the interview study, a complementary and brief content analysis of comprehensive 

plans was made after having conducted the interviews. The aim of the content analysis was to fill 

some information gaps which the interviews had led to. 

3.1. Interview study 
The interview study was conducted by semi-structured interviews with pre-determined themes 

and questions, and the work process for the study followed the seven stages of an interview study 

as presented in Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009 – Thematization, Planning, Interview, Transcript, Analysis, 

Verification, and Reporting (p.118). 

The interviews were conducted with urban planners and plan architects working at municipalities 

in the Stockholm county, and one in Östergötlands county. The reason for choosing 

municipalities in proximity to Stockholm was so that the interviews could be conducted in person 

at the respective municipality. The reason for interviewing urban planners and plan architects was 

to assess how officers closest to the projects, worked with sustainability. Furthermore, it was of 

interest to examine how those that should implement the 2030 Agenda and sustainability in their 

work, reason around the concepts on a practical level – rather those that work with the concepts 

on a strategic level. Finally, by interviewing officers further down the organizations hierarchy 

chain, it can be assessed how far the implementation work has gone in the organization. 

The selection of interviewees was made through a two-step filtration process. The first step 

consisted in selecting which municipalities in the Stockholm region that would be of interest for 

the study. This selection was made through consultation with Atkins and eleven municipalities 

were selected and contacted. Since every municipality in Sweden, in theory, should implement the 

2030 Agenda in their organization, there was no focus in selecting municipalities with “high 

reputation” in sustainability or municipalities with best practices in sustainability. Furthermore, 

since one of the outcomes of the thesis was to find challenges for the implementation of the 

Agenda, and provide recommendations of how to improve it, it also made no sense to choose to 

contact municipalities with strong sustainability profiles. Therefore, the municipalities contacted 

where chosen because of their relationship with Atkins, providing better chances for getting an 

interview at, than those with no relationship at all. No focus was on how sustainable the 

municipality was. 



 

22 
 

The second filtration step was to contact the urban planning director of each municipality, 

enquiring an interview with an urban planner which had a minimum of three years at the 

municipality, working with “spearhead projects”, and on a detail plan or detail plan program level. 

The logic behind these criteria was to find planners with good knowledge about the processes in 

their municipalities, with extensive experience of working with large projects. The reason to 

interview officers working with larger project was the underlying hypothesis that larger projects 

would have a better and more well-developed process of how to work with sustainability than 

smaller projects, and in continuation provide better empirical data when analyzing how the 2030 

Agenda could be implemented in spatial planning projects. 

The selection process explained above was developed according to the method of generic 

purpose sampling where the researcher a priori establishes criteria concerning the kind of 

individuals needed for the study, identifies appropriate individuals, and finally samples from those 

that have been identified (Bryman, 2012).  

Eleven people were contacted but only five answered, after many additional attempts to contact 

them. Five persons were then interviewed from five different municipalities (see table 1). All 

interviews except one were conducted in person and at the interviewees’ workplace, at their 

office, always private. One interview was conducted by Skype. Each meeting took approximately 

30-60 minutes, were recorded, and later transcribed to facilitate the following data coding and 

analysis. The interview questions (see appendix 1) were open-ended by nature, developed 

according to three a priori defined topics, and written down in an interview guide. Follow-up 

questions were developed, but the structure and exact wording of them changed from interview 

to interview, depending on each answer and the conversation.  

 

 

 

Table 1. Information regarding the respondents 

 Municipality Years 
employed at 
the 
municipality 

Profession Project Size of project  

Respondent A Norrtälje 4 Plan architect City renewal of the old 
port to a residential 
area. 2000 new 
dwellings, a doubling 
of the city center, built 
by 2030. 

Large 

Respondent B Huddinge 1 Plan architect Extension of school in 
Huddinge - from 400 
to 900 students. Built 
by 2023 

Small 

Respondent C Järfälla 3 Urban planner Topicality 
examination. Finalized 
2018 

N/A 

Respondent D Stockholm 1 Urban planner Skärholmsdalen - 14 
blocks, three 
kindergartens and 800 
dwellings to be built in 
Skärholmen by 2030. 

Large 

Respondent E Norrköping 5 Plan architect The inner port -
transforming the port 
into a new inner-city 
district. 3000 dwellings 
to be built by 2030. 

Large 
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To get high quality answers from the respondent, it’s important that the person is comfortable 

with the situation and have a good understanding of why the interview is conducted (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). All interviews were therefore initiated with a short presentation of the study, 

the rationale and aim of it. The respondent was asked if she agreed to be recorded, was informed 

that her answers would be confidential, and that she had the right to end the interview at any 

time. This procedure is in line with the recommendations for ethical research by the Swedish 

Research Council:  

“The researcher shall inform the information providers of their task in the project and terms and 

conditions for their participation. They shall be informed that participation is voluntary and that 

they are entitled to terminate their participation whenever they want […] The researcher shall 

obtain the consent of the information provider, and those who participate in an investigation 

shall have the right to decide independently about how long and on what conditions they will 

participate […] All information about identifiable persons shall be recorded, stored, and reported 

in such a way that individual people cannot be identified by third parties. 

(Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). 

The interview questions and guide were developed according to (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The 

theory presented by Klein & Sorra (1996) wasn’t used when developing the questions. When 

developing the questions, the author wanted to investigate how the respondent worked with 

sustainability in a project, how and if they had knowledge and implemented the 2030 Agenda, 

and lastly how they reason around the concept of sustainable development. Therefore, three 

overall themes were firstly developed, as can be seen in the interview guide in the Appendix.  

The aim of the first theme was to investigate how the respondent address sustainability in her 

projects. The approach was to start broadly and ask about a recent project and from there ask 

follow up questions regarding how they worked with sustainability in the project. In the first 

theme, questions were developed to investigate what sustainability issues were addressed in the 

project, which methods and processes they used to addressed them, and if there were any 

problematic aspects of working with sustainability in the project. 

The aim of the second theme was to investigate if the respondent had knowledge about the 2030 

Agenda. The questions in this theme were therefore developed to investigate if the respondent 

had knowledge about the Agenda, implemented in in their projects and if there were any issues 

with that work.  

The aim of the third theme was to investigate how the respondent thought about the concept of 

sustainable development and how it had been implemented in the municipality. This to assess 

whether the respondents would ever be interested in using the 2030 Agenda in their projects. The 

questions were developed to find out if sustainable development was important to the 

respondent and if so why, their knowledge level of it, and if the municipality had provided 

training in the area. The aim with the last question of the third theme was to investigate if the 

municipality had actively implemented and trained their officers in issues regarding sustainable 

development.  

The analysis of the interviews was conducted according to the model of implementation and 

innovation effectiveness by Klein & Sorra (1996). Even though the interview questions hadn’t 

been developed with the theory in mind, the following analysis was conducted without problems. 

Also, follow up questions were posed, by e-mail, to the respondents to facilitate the analysis.  

Before analyzing all the answers were coded after the determinants of the model. These are: 
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- Skills 

- Incentives and disincentives 

- Absence of obstacles  

- Commitment  

To answer the first research question regarding how the urban planner or plan architect worked 

with sustainability in their spatial planning projects, a first question was posed during the 

interviews if the respondent could describe a recent project they were working on and what 

sustainability aspects they had in that project. In the result chapter, section 4.2.1 is directly 

answering the first research question. 

Section 4.2.2 The 2030 Agenda was then used when answering the second and third research 

questions. The section of Management by objectives was used to determine if the municipality 

had set long term objectives for sustainability and in continuation if they had used the Agenda 

when setting up those objectives. This part was also used when analyzing incentives and 

disincentives, and absence of obstacles, to answer the second research question of the 

municipalities climate for implementation.  

Section 4.2.3 was then used when answering the third research question, and the purpose of this 

part of the interview was to get a nunderstanding of how they perceive sustainable development 

in general and their general knowledge of it.  

 

3.2. Content analysis 
In addition to the interview study, a brief content analysis was made of the comprehensive plan 

of the respective municipalities. A content analysis “is an approach to the analysis of documents 

and texts that seeks to quantify content in terms of predetermined categories and in a systematic 

and replicable manner” (Bryman, 2012, pp. 289). 

The aim of the content analysis was to fill some information gaps which the interviews had led to 

and to assess if some answers given were in line with their municipalities comprehensive plan.  

The comprehensive plans of the municipalities included in the study were downloaded and 

searched in, to answer three questions. The questions arrose after the interview study had been 

conducted and deemed neccesary for the following discussion of it.  

The questions were: 

- When was the comprehensive plan adopted? 

- Is the 2030 Agenda mentioned somewhere in the comprehensive plan? 

- Does the comprehensive plan have a definition of sustainable development? 
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4. Results 
The following chapter presents first the results from the content analysis, then the results from 

the interview study. The reason because the content analysis is presented before the interview 

study, is that it sets the context for the comprehensive planning in the respective municipality 

from a sustainability point of view. 

4.1. Content analysis 
The first question of the content analysis was: when was the comprehensive plan, of the 

respective municipality, adopted. This question was posed, since the 2030 Agenda vas adopted by 

the UN in 2015, and the result would indicate if the respective municipality had had time to 

incorporate it in the comprehensive plan or not. If the comprehensive plan had been adopted or 

updated after 2015, chances were that the implementation of the Agenda was further along, then 

in those municipalities with a comprehensive plan adopted before 2015. 

The result showed that two of the five comprehensive plans examined had been adopted after 

2015. They belonged to the City of Stockholm, adopted in 2018, and Norrköping from 2017. The 

oldest one was the comprehensive plan of Norrtälje from 2013 and plans from Huddinge and 

Järfälla from 2014 respectively. From the pre-2015 comprehensive plans, only the one from 

Järfälla was currently being updated. 

As a continuation to the first question, the second was if the comprehensive plan mentioned the 

Agenda somewhere. The result indicated, naturally, that those plans adopted pre-2015 did not 

mention the Agenda throughout the document. Surprisingly, Norrköpings comprehensive plan 

from 2017, two years after the adoption of the Agenda, did not mention it either. The only 

comprehensive plan mentioning the Agenda was the one from the City of Stockholm, in the 

chapter “From global to local” (Stockholms Stads, 2018, pp.16). They mention how the SDGs 

are connected to national goals, and that “Stockholm is working according to the UN global goal 

(SDGs) of sustainable cities and communities” (ibid) – which is SDG number 11. 

The last question of the content analysis was if the respective comprehensive plan had a clear – 

clear as in as having its own section and well formulated – definition of sustainable development. 

The respective comprehensive plan of Norrtälje and Järfälla had a clear definition of sustainable 

development connected to the definition of sustainable development as per the Brundtlands 

report (see chapter 2.2.). Huddinge municipality had also a clear definition, though not connected 

to the one in Brundtlands, but connecting it to the development of “living urban areas which 

facilitates good everyday life, defend green areas, and reduce climate emissions” (Huddinge 

municipality, 2014, pp. 5). Finally, the comprehensive plan of Norrköping municipality did not 

have a clear definition of sustainable development. Sustainable development is mentioned 

throughout the report, e.g. “a walkable city contributes to a – ecologic, economic, and social – 

sustainable development” (Norrköpings Kommun, 2017, pp. 28), but a definition of the term 

sustainable development as the municipality understands it is not presented in the comprehensive 

plan. 

4.2. Interview study 
The following chapter presents the results from the interview study. To allow the respondent to 

easier explain how they reason around the 2030 Agenda and the concept of sustainability in 

spatial planning, all interviews begun with asking the respondent to talk about a recent project 

they worked with, the type of project it was, sustainability issues addressed, methods and 

processes, and issues when working with sustainability. The aim with this part of the interview 
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was firstly to understand how urban planners and plan architects address sustainability in their 

projects, and secondly to find challenges and opportunities working with sustainability in spatial 

planning projects, which the 2030 Agenda could address or improve, and thirdly to assess the 

respondents’ skills and commitment towards working with sustainability and the 2030 Agenda. 

The second part of the interview was about the 2030 Agenda and the concept of sustainable 

development in general. The aim with this part of the interview was to get an understanding of 

the respondents’ incentives and disincentives, perceived obstacles, and commitment towards the 

use of the 2030 Agenda and working with sustainability in spatial planning projects. 

4.2.1. Sustainability in spatial planning projects 

This section presents how the respondents work with sustainability in their planning projects. 

Type of project, sustainability issues, methods and processes, and problematic aspects will be 

presented. The results show that no project is the same, and methods and processes to tackle 

sustainability issues are all different – even if they share some similarities – much depending on 

the size of the project and the individual working with it. 

Type of project 

All except one of the respondents were working with a concrete spatial planning project. 

Respondent C is working with a topicality examination of the comprehensive plan of Järfälla 

from 2014. According to Respondent C, the comprehensive plan is itself the most important 

sustainability document in the municipality, superior to all other steering documents, and once 

per govern term – according to the Swedish Planning and Building Act – its topicality must be 

examined.  

Respondent A is working with the urban renewal of the old port in Norrtälje. The old port is 

situated in the city center and will be turned completely into residential buildings, approximately 

2000 dwellings – a doubling of the city center of today. Respondent Cs role in the project is of 

part-project leader over the detail planning. The port project has been going on for several years 

and is according to Respondent A, a big deal for Norrtälje. All parties in the municipality have 

been unanimous with the project, so the work is going smoothly and without major implications. 

Respondent E is also working with a port project; a renovation project of the inner port of 

Norrköping, where the old port will be transformed into an urban environment. The 

respondent’s role is of plan architect and has responsibility for the part-project Urban 

construction, including detail planning and other urban planning issues of the area. The port 

project is one of the largest projects currently in Norrköping and it is in the stage of detail 

planning. 

Respondent B is working with an expansion of a school in Huddinge, to double its size – from 

400 to 900 pupils. The role of the respondent in the project is of plan architect. The site for 

development is partly natural land and quite hilly, so there is a great need of many kinds of 

investigations.  

Lastly, respondent D is deputy city planner at a project called Skärholmsdalen, south west of 

Stockholm. A total of 14 blocks, three pre-schools, and 800 dwellings are being planned in 

connection to the area of Skärholmen – which is one of four focus areas pointed out in the 

comprehensive plan of Stockholm. The project has been going on for 1,5 years and respondent 

D has been working with it for roughly one year. 
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Sustainability issues 

Generally, ecological and social sustainability issues have been addressed in the projects studied. 

A trend to especially address social sustainability can be noted in many projects. 

Respondent A said that it was decided early on that the port project would be a sustainability 

project. The project joined CityLab Action by the Swedish Green Building Council and have 

been implementing the guidelines set by CityLab Action (Swedish Green Building Council, 2018), 

e.g. writing a sustainability programme for the port project. In terms of sustainability issues, the 

whole area of the port has been struggling with stormwater management for some time, and it 

has therefore been important to implement the biotope area factor in the port, and to work with 

green areas and biodiversity generally. The project vision kids, boats, and swimming was developed 

early on, and indicating the importance of children. It was stressed by the politicians that the 

children’s perspective should be incorporated in the project, and it was implemented in the 

sustainability programme. Social dimensions of sustainability, such as the kids’ perspective, have 

been important for the port project. As an example, Respondent A says that it was decided that a 

certain percentage of the dwellings built should be rental, to make sure people from different 

socio-economic classes could live in the area. 

Respondent B said that social sustainability issues are central to the school project in Huddinge, 

and the children’s perspective is stressed to be of great importance. In continuation she 

mentioned that social sustainability is high on the agenda in Huddinge municipality, and as soon 

children are involved, child impact assessments must be made, and that the municipality have 

well developed routines for that.  

In Skärholmsdalen, focus is on social sustainability, said Respondent D. The focus on social 

sustainability came from the politicians and that is was up to the planners to interpret and 

understand what it meant in the context of Skärholmen. Respondent D was also clear that all 

three dimensions of sustainability are addressed in the project, but that the exploitations office 

work more with the economic dimension. 

Respondent E said that the work with sustainability already started when they chose to develop 

the existing port in Norrköping, and not claim undeveloped natural land.  

“Much of the sustainability of the project lies in the actual location of the project, and that it was 

decided to build a new inner-city environment which can be relatively dense and close to travel 

centers, close to the city center and different communications, and that you choose to place it (at 

the port) instead of spreading it out on arable land” 

(Respondent E) 

Furthermore, Respondent E said that the focus on the three sustainability dimension in the 

project, is rather even – it has not moved in any particular direction. 

Methods and processes 

In terms of methods and processes to address sustainability in their projects, the results from the 

interview study indicates that there are differences of how to address sustainability in spatial 

planning projects, and that – especially the larger projects – have well developed and structured 

ways of working with sustainability.  

In the case of Norrtälje port, a sustainability programme was developed early on, as per the 

guidelines of CityLab Action. The sustainability programme together with the expansion strategy 

of the port, showed then the direction and requirements that the developers should follow. The 
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general structure of the port, roads, blocks etc. was then set by the plan architects at the 

municipality. After that, competitions for land allocation were held, where developers had to 

keep the sustainability programme and expansion strategy in mind, and the municipality chose 

those that correlated the best. Respondent A said that they received many proposals with strong 

sustainability concepts, and that everyone seemed to understand the visions and strategies set up 

in the sustainability programme and expansion strategy. 

Respondent B described how the child impact assessment in the school in Huddinge was 

conducted and how it was used further along the project.  

“There is a lot of dialogue work, talking with children and educators, and sometimes we go for 

small walks for younger children who have a hard time explaining, so they point to areas they 

like” 

(Respondent B) 

The child impact assessment was then used as a basis for the preparation of the plan for the 

school.   Respondent B stressed that it is important that all members of the project group are 

aware of the child impact assessment, and it was therefore sent to all members, the landscape 

architect, the environmental planner, and so on – to be a part of their own investigations. 

Respondent D said that the process of working with sustainability in Skärholmsdalen was slightly 

different with how it is usually addressed in other projects in Stockholm. They started the process 

without developers, setting the general structure of the area before the first public consultation. 

Usually in Stockholm, developers develop an idea and contact the municipality which decide if to 

proceed with the idea or not, but in the case of Skärholmsdalen, the politicians said to start the 

other way around. The planners developed an idea and vision for how to develop the area, and 

when that structure was set, developers were invited according to how well their idea correlated 

with the municipalities. Respondent D said that this process was beneficial from her point of 

view, since it gave her more power to control the developers. Finally, developers were allocated 

land according to how they had addressed social sustainability in their land allocation application. 

Apart from this process, Respondent D said that some methods for sustainability used in the 

project was child impact assessments, and the biotope area factor. 

Respondent E said that the working process in the port in Norrköping has been long and that 

sustainability is something permeating the whole process. It all started when the comprehensive plan 

indicated the area of the port to be developed into inner city environment. After that, targets and 

visions for the area were developed, as well as planning programmes, through extensive public 

consultation. The next step in the process, when the district was to be drawn and designed, 

Norrköping carried out a thorough work of interaction with the developers. The aim of 

interacting early on with the developers was to get everyone on the same page, making sure they 

shared and understood the targets set by the municipality, and the visions for the area. 

The planners working with the port developed key indicators for the area, and when they 

allocated land they choose developers which had the best description of how they were to 

address these indicators. After developers were chosen, a developer group was formed early on 

together with the municipality, with the aim of creating a quality programme for the area. The 

initial targets and visions where concretized in clear goals and commitments through workshops 

and functioned as their own certification system – specifically for this project. 130 commitments 

were developed in total in the areas of living city environment, an active district, sustainable travel, ecosystem 

services, resource efficiency, and innovative architecture, and developers had to, initially, address 64 
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commitments spanning over all the areas of focus, creating a basic level of commitment. Two 

examples of commitments from the basic level is “up to 80% of GFA (gross floor area) are 

housing surfaces” (Respondet E) from living city environment, and  

“solar cells cover at least 10% of the need for electricity” (ibid.) from resource efficiency. 

Beyond the basic level, each developer had to address additional commitments but from 

whatever category they wanted, giving their respective projects a certain focus. Respondent E 

said that the aim of this process was to give the developers possibilities to become extra focused 

and specialized in one of the six categories, while maintaining a high level of ambition throughout 

the area. Two examples of commitments from the top level is “Biological connections between 

different courtyards are created through cooperation between stakeholders” (Respondent E) 

from ecosystemservices, and “Charging points for electric cars are available at public places” (ibid.) 

from sustainable travel. 

Problematic aspects of sustainability in projects 

Respondent A said that a general challenge when working with sustainability in larger projects, is 

when economy is involved in the sustainability discussions. Visions and programmes are often 

developed without economy in mind, and when it is time for implementation, it happens that 

developers raise concerns regarding the cost of a solution, for example. Respondent A also 

mentioned that problems can arise when working with developers and builders with different 

views on sustainability than the municipality. 

“Obstacles can arise with the ones we cooperate the most with, which is builders and developers. 

Many are already on a sustainable track which makes it easier to work with them, but in cases 

when we work with developers with different views on sustainability, it often becomes tough. I 

think the municipality has to produce clear documents describing what the municipality wants 

with the land in the municipality, and for example, give developers the document before land 

allocation”. 

(Respondent A) 

The issue of different interests colliding, especially with economic ones, was also raised by 

Respondent B.  

“Vision and targets can be as sustainable and innovative as they want, but in the final run, the 

budget regulates the outcome” 

(Respondent B) 

Additionally, Respondent B felt that the monitoring of projects is sometimes inadequate. Many 

contracts between the municipality and developers are written, but few are monitored. In that 

gap, sustainability can be compromised. 

“If we want more greenery in an area, and even if the vision and programme says that developers 

should have that in mind, it becomes a problem for them if it (green implementations) costs 

more to develop and maintain” 

(Respondent A) 

Respondent C was also referring to conflict of interests as a problematic aspect when working 

with sustainability in a spatial planning project. He pointed out that the comprehensive plan is the 

main steering document when it comes to spatial planning in the municipality, and if an issue in 

only vaguely addressed in it, it’s easy to overrule it against something else. If sustainability is not 

defined and clearly addressed in the comprehensive plan, chances are that it will be overlooked 
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when an issue that is raised in the plan comes up – even if sustainability might be more 

important. 

“If you are working on something, and say “we have support (for the issue) in the comprehensive 

plan” and we send the work on examination to someone and he says, “well you haven’t thought 

about the noise situation, which the comprehensive plan says should be prioritized in these 

areas”. Then you can also say “well it also says that we should prioritize this issue as well”, and 

you have a conflict of interests. It’s the plan architects job to balance the interest against one 

another, with support of the writings in the comprehensive plan”. 

(Respondent C)  

Respondent C continued and said that stormwater management is currently an issue that is 

problematic and generates a lot of conflict of interests in Järfälla municipality. If they develop an 

idea of how to design an area, a square for example to enhance social interaction and public life, 

and the assessments and ideas are sent for examination, they might get a return that the area for 

the square is needed for stormwater management, and might get redesigned, because of the 

importance the issue of stormwater management has.  

“It is part of the job to balance the issues, but when an issue is prioritized higher, it’s hard to do 

this objective assessment” 

(Respondent C) 

Respondent D, working with Skärholmsdalen, also raised the issue with conflicting interests 

when working with sustainability in spatial planning projects – especially with economic ones. 

The short perspective can sometimes hinder the long-term implementations needed for 

sustainable development. For example, the planning department in Stockholm municipality is not 

responsible for the budgeting in projects – it is the exploitations office – and they decide in the 

final run how money should be spent.  

“We want of course that the projects should be as good as possible, but in the end, its them 

(exploitations office) that prioritize and decides what should go first and is worth spending 

money on. But it is very dependent on the person that handles the requests, and how long they 

have worked in the office”. 

(Respondent D) 
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Figure 6. Overview of the results regarding sustainability issues in a spatial planning project 

4.2.2. The 2030 Agenda  

This section presents the results from the part of the interviews regarding the respondents’ 

knowledge of the 2030 Agenda. Questions were asked how they got in contact with the Agenda, 

the importance of it in spatial planning, and about management by objectives in spatial planning. 

Knowledge of the 2030 Agenda 

Generally, all respondents had low or very little knowledge about the 2030 Agenda and what it 

encompasses, and none had worked with it. All had seen the SDGs, but not worked with them or 

implemented them in projects. 

When asked how they acquired their knowledge about the Agenda, all had heard about it before 

starting their current position– none had acquired knowledge about the Agenda through training 

or information at their respective municipality. Two had learned about the Agenda at their 

university education, while the rest had heard about it in media. 

Respondent B said that he believes it is very important that the SDGs exists, but that they are 

pretty general. Furthermore, he said that to implement them in spatial planning, it is important to 

concretize each goal to the smallest possible element, such as indicators or site-specific goals. 

Respondent D also said that the SDGs are important but at the same time she emphasized that 

they are too general and holistic to be useful in planning, and that some goals are more important 

than others. This perception of the importance of the SDGs, while being too general and broad 

to implement in spatial planning, was also something stressed by Respondent E. 

When the respondents were asked if they wanted to learn more about the 2030 Agenda, all were 

positive. 

Management by objectives in spatial planning 

In general, all respondents used and liked objectives and targets in their projects. A need to 

concretize holistic targets to specific ones is something that all respondents stressed. Especially  
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Respondent A said that she likes targets and thinks it is easier to work if the project has clear 

targets. She continues saying that more can be achieved in their project, if everyone works 

according to the same targets, than if everyone is working after their own agenda. When talking 

about qualitative and quantitative targets, Respondent A said that she prefers measurable, 

quantitative targets, but mentions that those can be difficult to develop sometimes and that the 

project can lose quality, if the focus is only on measurable targets. The reason she prefers 

measurable targets is that those can easier be monitored, than qualitative ones. 

Respondent B said that they work a lot with objectives and targets in Huddinge, which are set 

after the planning departments general goals and budget, which the politicians decide upon. She 

added that those targets are, if she could be a bit critical, only about growth and regarding how to 

develop Huddinge, for example, that 2000 dwellings should be built by year X – rather than 

about the sustainable development of Huddinge.   

Respondent C said that in detail planning projects, targets are set early on, but rather general 

ones, e.g. the plan should be legally adopted by year X, and that it should contribute to good city 

environment. More specific, measurable targets can be found in the monitoring matrix for each 

part-target stated in the comprehensive plan. The comprehensive plan of Järfälla has a general 

target, “A sustainable Järfälla”, and then five part-targets. Those five part-targets should permeate 

spatial planning projects and in the end of the comprehensive plan, there is a matrix of key 

performance indicators for each target. These key performance indicators are indicative when the 

topicality of the comprehensive plan is examined. 

In general, all respondents stressed the need to concretizes general goals to specific, measurable 

ones when going from comprehensive planning to detail planning. Respondent E said that all 

kinds (qualitative and quantitative goals) are needed in planning, but that in early stages of 

planning and in comprehensive planning, qualitative ones are important and useful. Later, when 

the process moves to detail planning, it is easier and necessary to work with quantitative goals. 

She also stresses that it is the plan architects job to balance goals against each other and that it is 

nearly impossible to achieve all (goals in a project) because they are often opposite to one 

another, and dependent on the conditions of the current location. 

“It is important to have good, clear, and general goals, but guidelines must be developed for how 

they should be implemented. However, even if guidelines exist of how to implement them, the 

implementation will always be different from project to project, because of the fact that every 

place has its own conditions and problems, and it is here that the plan architects’ competence 

matters, balancing interest against each other”. 

(Respondent E)  

4.2.3. Sustainable development in municipal spatial planning 

This section presents the results from the part of the interviews regarding the respondents’ 

knowledge and perception of sustainable development in municipal spatial planning in general.  

Definition of sustainable development 

All respondents were asked for their definition of the term sustainable development, and the 

results show that all respondents had a good understanding of the term but indicating that it 

might be too broad and needed to be concretized and be more regulated in law and in 

comprehensive planning. 

Respondent A said that sustainable development in spatial planning means development in areas 

we have, that exploitation should be high on small spaces, and to use resources effectively. All so 
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that we don’t spread out ourselves too much, and because we should keep some land for next 

generations. 

Respondent Bs definition was in line with the definition in the Brundtland rapport, and was that 

clear that sustainable development is a process, and nothing static in time. She also pointed out 

that the term itself has no boundaries, e.g. one cannot say “this house is sustainable” because the 

house is part of a neighborhood, which is a part of a city – which might be unsustainable. 

Furthermore, Respondent B mentioned that the she likes the term resilience better, since focus is 

on the future and not only on today, and that it cannot be limited to a house etc. Resilience might 

be the new term for sustainable development. 

“I think it is important that sustainable development is understood as a dynamic term, nothing 

static, one cannot tic a box and say we are now sustainable. It is something that changes with 

time, something can be sustainable today but might not be tomorrow”. 

(Respondent B) 

Respondent C was more unclear with his definition of sustainable development in spatial 

planning, other than it is about mobility and traveling, which are key issues when it comes to 

energy consumption and car use. He presented no direct definition but said that the three 

dimensions of sustainability needs to be balanced against each other, to be able to talk about 

sustainable development for real. He mentioned that when an issue becomes more important 

than others, and solutions are presented to address that issue and make it sustainable, we 

sometimes forget other issues that might be as important for sustainable development. The 

bigger picture is lost. 

Respondent C added, however, that what we are planning for today, will be the living space for 

many future generations – and is a strong driving force to him when working with sustainable 

development. Coordination benefits can be created – a more efficient transport system, the 

ability to conserve larger cohesive green spaces, integrated solutions regarding technical supply 

systems etc. – by planning for dense and sustainable urban environments. 

Respondent D was very restrictive in her answers regarding sustainable development in spatial 

planning but highlighted that the change made should be long-term from an economic, resource, 

social, and human point of view. 

Lastly, respondent E connected sustainable development with ecological, and social sustainability 

and that it starts, to a great extent, from those areas. However, respondent E mentioned that the 

term sustainable development is very broad and covers many areas, and that there is a need to 

concretizes the term in order to practically implement it.   

“The idea is that the planet should keep on living and be healthy, as well as the people living on 

it. But the term is very broad, it is easy that sustainability is basically everything. It should be 

concretized if we are to work with it practically”. 

(Respondent E) 

Three dimensions of sustainable development 

The respondents were asked about the three dimensions of sustainability – ecologic, economic, 

and social – and how they perceived the relation between them in spatial planning. The results 

show that a majority think that all three dimensions are needed in spatial planning, but that it is 

easier to work with the ecologic, and that more work is needed to understand and concretize 

social sustainability. 
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Respondent A said that all dimensions are needed from an urban planning point of view, but that 

the economic dimension is harder to explain to people. Furthermore, she added that the ecologic 

dimension is the easiest to explain to people, since it is easier to understand the need of green 

areas for example. To increase the understanding of the economic dimension, respondent A said 

that the municipality should be more consistent, from politicians to officers, regarding how they 

stand in certain issues, and inform more to the public the underlying rationale for why certain 

things are done. 

“In this municipality, for example, we have a huge archipelago were everyone wants to live. But it 

would not be sustainable if everyone lived there, expanding public transit and build bridges 

everywhere – it is not sustainable from an economic point of view. And that is hard to explain to 

people”. 

(Respondent A) 

Respondent B said that Huddinge targets all three dimensions when working with sustainability 

in spatial planning, but that tools are missing for how to work with the different dimensions – 

mainly for the social and economic ones. However, she raises a concern regarding the issue that 

only the ecologic dimension is regulated by law, and that sustainability relates much to 

regulations. Furthermore, she believed that impact assessments of the social dimensions, will 

become more and more important on the agenda for municipalities nowadays. 

“The economic dimension of sustainability has always been strong, then came the environmental 

with the implementation of EIAs, and now will the social be more and more addressed. A Social 

Code might be needed as much as the Environmental Code” 

(Respondent B) 

Respondent C said that in discussions of sustainable development, the ecologic dimensions tend 

to be most addressed – because it is easier to put words and numbers on it. The work has also 

already been done in that area and is clearly supported by law. He said that when it comes to 

social and economic sustainability, the support by law is weaker, and those dimensions tends to 

become less important in discussions of sustainability. Respondent C concluded saying that the 

social and economic dimensions of sustainability would need stronger regulation, through 

legislation or clear guidelines. 

“If we go back in time, the last decades, the work on ecologic sustainability has already been 

done, and it has also, when it comes to planning, most support by law. Water, noise, land and air 

pollution, usually there are limits for those aspects, while when it comes to social and economic 

sustainability the limits are vaguer” 

(Respondent C) 

When asked how the regulation or guidelines should be developed, respondent C said that in a 

first step it is important that the comprehensive plan address the issues. The plan is the primary 

document steering sustainability, and without clear definitions in it, it will be harder to argue for it 

and implement needed solutions in projects. 

“The comprehensive plan is the premium document when it comes to sustainability, which all 

other steering documents should relate to. Let’s say we are working with a planning project, then 

it should be in line with the objectives of the comprehensive plan, and if it is not, then it is more 

difficult to justify its implementation because it is not in line with the municipalities will”. 

(Respondent C) 
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5. Analysis and discussion 
In this chapter the results from the interview study will be analyzed through the model presented 

by Klein & Sorra (1996). How urban planners and plan architects currently address sustainability 

in their projects will later be presented and discussed and connected to the implementation 

analysis. 

5.1. Climate for implementation 
The results show that the respondents are skillful when working with sustainability in spatial 

planning projects, but lack knowledge and tools to implement the 2030 Agenda in their daily 

work. The empirical data from this study show that the reason for this is that no respondent had 

received information or training regarding the Agenda from their municipality. This indicates a 

weak climate for implementation in the municipalities studied. 

According to Klein & Sorra (1996), one example to ensure employee skill in innovation use, is for 

management to provide training of innovation use and make sure information of the innovation 

is available in the organization. This part of the implementation is crucial for the rest of the 

process, since it is the employees whom will work with the innovation, and since an innovation 

itself is a new way of working and needs to be taught by someone. 

All respondents said that no training or information had been offered to them by their 

municipality. This could indicate that the implementation of the 2030 Agenda might not had 

been implemented higher up in the municipal hierarchy and had thus not tiered down to the level 

of the respondents. If the Agenda had not been implemented by senior management or required 

by the politicians in the municipality, it is logical that the officers further down the chain had not 

received training or information regarding the 2030 Agenda. The above rationale is further 

strengthened by, the fact that all respondents had heard about the Agenda from channels outside 

work.  

Questions can then be posed regarding the reasons for why senior management in these 

municipalities had not implemented the 2030 Agenda in their organization – even though the UN 

and the Government of Sweden clearly states that the Agenda should be implemented in local 

authorities (A/RES/70/1, 2015; Regeringen, 2017) and three years has passed since the adoption 

of the Agenda. Unfortunately, questions of these kinds are outside the scope of this thesis, but 

one possible explanation can be derived from the content of this thesis. 

One possible explanation is regarding the fact that there is still no national action plan for how to 

implement the 2030 Agenda in Sweden – nationally or locally. As presented in chapter 2.4, the 

Swedish national delegation for the 2030 Agenda has developed a proposed action plan for the 

implementation of the Agenda but has not yet developed and adopted a final action plan (as of 

submission of this thesis). If there are no guidelines for how to implement the Agenda in 

municipalities, and no clear steering from the Government, chances are that the self-governing 

municipalities won’t pick up the Agenda and start working with it. Guidelines are needed to take 

the Agenda from the theoretical, visionary level to the practical level. Khan & Khandaker (2016) 

stresses this dilemma too: “one problem involved with policy implementation is that how to put 

it into practice lacks often proper direction or guidelines” (pp.539), and that “even the best 

policies are worth little if poorly implemented” (ibid.) 

The two other determinants of climate for implementation in Klein & Sorras (1996) model is 

about incentives and disincentives, and absence of obstacles. Assessing incentives and 

disincentives for the implementation of the 2030 Agenda in municipal spatial planning in the 
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municipalities studied have been difficult within the scope of this thesis, but personal incentives 

for working with sustainability in general have been found – no disincentive was found. One 

respondent said that an incentive to work with sustainable development in his projects, was 

because of the clear focus the municipality had in sustainability issues. Besides this professional 

incentive, many respondents indicated a bigger, personal incentive, nearly an obligation to work 

with sustainability for coming generations to enjoy the same planet as we do. This inclination 

towards planning for coming generations was something all respondents were unanimous about 

and not directly something required by their job. 

The results indicate clearly that there are some common obstacles when working with 

sustainability in municipal spatial planning projects, which could impede a smooth 

implementation of the 2030 Agenda, and lead to a weak climate for implementation in 

municipalities. The results from this study cannot assess if the municipalities itself work towards 

the absence of obstacles when working with sustainability, but the results indicate what obstacles 

are perceived by the respondents when they work with sustainability in their projects. 

Firstly, the above-mentioned lack of knowledge about the Agenda, is an obstacle for the 

implementation of it. Since no training or information have been provided by the management of 

the municipalities regarding the Agenda, the use of it will only be sporadic and if the user down 

the chain deems it necessary. Klein & Sorra (1996) writes that if knowledge about the innovation 

is missing at the managerial level, it is likely that the innovation is not passed down the chain to 

subordinates and employees, and the empirical data from this study shows that this is happening 

at the municipalities studied. This can lead to a weak climate for implementation.  

Secondly, an obstacle all respondents have mentioned when working with sustainability is conflict 

of interest, which could also be derived from lack of knowledge, but also from variations 

between departments in processes and understanding of the term. One respondent said that the 

conflict of interests might occur because different departments within the municipality, work at 

different scales in terms of time and space and can thus have different interpretations of what is 

meant by sustainable development. Departments might then safeguard their own issues and 

interpret sustainable development in relation to them, than seeing the bigger picture, and the 

work process will be more about discussing standpoints and who has the prevailing 

interpretation, and the process proceeds slowly. 

The obstacles of conflicting interests and safeguarding departments own issues, can create 

challenges for implementing a policy such as the 2030 Agenda – which also Rosander (2016) 

identified in her study. She meant that these obstacles can lead to a “pipeline-formed” 

organization, where officers only have “their” own issues in front of them, and that it hinders 

collaboration and innovation. Rosander (2016) stated that to overcome these obstacles, the 

interpretation and implementation of an interdepartmental policy – as the Agenda – should be 

laid on a department higher up in the organizational structure, so to give the policy more 

importance and set a common structure of how to interpret and work with it throughout the 

organization.  

A third obstacle when working with sustainability in spatial planning projects, which could 

impede a smooth implementation of the 2030 Agenda, is if sustainability is not addressed in the 

comprehensive plan of a municipality, as expressed by respondent C. The comprehensive plan 

indicates the direction for the long-term development of the physical environment of the specific 

municipality, and all planning projects or programmes are directly linked to the comprehensive 

plan. Projects are supported by the content in the comprehensive plan, and when politicians 
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admit and adopts a planning project, they first look if the project is supported and in line with the 

statements of the comprehensive plan. If not, chances are that the project won’t be admitted. As 

many respondents said, the comprehensive plan is the premium document for sustainability in a 

municipality.  

A fairly simple and straightforward solution to this obstacle is to have a clear and well-formulated 

definition of sustainable development in the respective municipalities comprehensive plan. The 

content analysis showed that only three of the five municipalities studied, had a clear and well-

formulated definition. 

Finally, a last obstacle when working with sustainability in spatial planning projects, is the lack of 

concretizations of broad sustainability targets, and the lack of measurable targets in the 

dimensions of social and economic sustainability. All respondents indicated that the lack of 

concrete targets for sustainability – measurable and with the ability to be followed up – was an 

obstacle in detailed development planning, which has by its nature more demands to be 

measurable and tangible, than on the comprehensive-planning-level. Also, two respondents 

indicated that the concretization of general targets, such as those in the comprehensive plan, was 

part of their job as plan architects, but that they lacked proper guidelines of how to concretizes 

targets. As a result, there is a risk that sustainability targets in projects, are only used at a 

“visionary, descriptive” level, and are not actually implemented in the projects.  

The above obstacle is a significant challenge for the implementation of the 2030 Agenda in 

municipal spatial planning, and especially the operationalization of it, since the Agenda and 

especially the SDGs are very broad by their nature. Furthermore, to not risk that the SDGs only 

becomes fluffy goals, used in visions and conceptual stages of planning, and not become 

operational, there is a need to be able to monitor them. Feasible indicators are thus needed to 

monitor each goal, and to assess if projects are helping to achieve specific goals. 

Conclusively, Klein & Sorra (1996) mean that the climate for implementation of an innovation 

can either be strong or weak, and it is an assessment made when the determinants – skill, 

incentives and disincentives, and absence of obstacles – of an organization are studied. In this 

study, no conclusions can be drawn regarding the whole climate for implementation in the 

municipalities studied, but the answers from the respondents can give an indication of how the 

climate for implementation among urban planners and plan architects are. 

With that said, and the above analysis in mind, the climate for implementation of the 2030 

Agenda among urban planners and plan architects, and their municipalities, is assessed to be 

weak.  

5.2. Innovation-values fit 

Innovation-values fit is another aspect of the model of Klein & Sorra (1996) crucial in order to 

assess the outcome of the implementation of an innovation. The rationale is that “employees’ 

commitment to the use of an innovation is a function of the perceived fit of the innovation to 

employees’ values” (Klein & Sorra, 1996, pp. 1996), and that innovation-values fit “describes the 

extent to which targeted users perceive that use of the innovation will foster the fulfillment of 

their values” (ibid.) The values studied can both be for an organization, or for groups. In this 

study, focus was on the values of municipal urban and plan architects in terms of sustainability, 

which could facilitate the use of the 2030 Agenda and a smooth implementation of it. 

The results indicate clearly that most of the respondents had a high commitment towards 

sustainability. All thought that sustainability was important to address in urban planning and 
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nearly all had clear definitions of what sustainable development meant. Most had a normative 

explanation of what sustainable development meant for their professions, and only one had a low 

level of commitment towards sustainability and value definitions of the term. In general, though, 

it is assessed that among the group of respondents, the commitment towards sustainability is 

good. 

However, since the knowledge of the 2030 Agenda was so low, their commitment towards it 

could not be assessed. When questions were asked about what they thought of the Agenda and if 

they would use it, answers such as “I cannot respond to that” and “it is hard for me to say”, were 

common. This lack of knowledge regarding the Agenda, was a big obstacle, hindering insights in 

respondent’s commitment towards it, and other parts that are crucial for implementation. On the 

other hand, commitments towards working with sustainability in spatial planning was good. It is 

therefore assessed that the commitment towards the 2030 Agenda among the respondents are 

neutral.  

5.3. Effect on employees’ affective response and innovation use 
When climate for implementation and innovation-values fit have been assessed, employees’ 

innovation use can be determined, according to the six cells table in chapter 2.6. According to the 

above analysis and discussion, the climate for implementation was weak among the municipalities 

studied. Furthermore, the innovation-values fit of the respondents was assessed to be neutral. 

According to Klein & Sorra (1996), employees are not likely to use the innovation at all, if the 

implementation climate is weak and innovation-values fit is neutral. Employees will disregard the 

innovation and there will essentially be no any use of it. According to the results of this study, 

this is precisely what is happening in the cases examined. 

5.4. Sustainability in municipal spatial planning 
“It is sometimes claimed that the concept “sustainable development” can be interpreted in many 

different ways and therefore is difficult to operationalize and use for example in planning 

processes” 

(Finnveden & Gunnarsson-Östling, 2016) 

As understood of the above citation, different ways of interpreting the concept of sustainable 

development is the starting point to the difficulties when working with sustainability and the 

operationalization of it, which the results from the interview study also indicates. This is the 

conflict but could also be the solution. If this starting point is properly addressed in projects, 

chances are that sustainability will be something permeating the whole [working] process, instead of 

being something additionally that we must think about. Sustainability is a process, it has no 

boundaries – as Respondent B expressed – and should be treated as a one, in order to resolve 

many of the obstacles identified in the section 5.1. Also, when sustainability is permeating the 

whole process, concretization of holistic, general goals, can easier be developed, for each project.  

According to the results of this study, there is a distinct difference between how sustainability is 

addressed in projects of different sizes; methods and processes to work with sustainability in 

large projects tend to be more developed than those in smaller project. Why is it so? It can be 

argued that it is because large projects are more important for the whole sustainability of cities, 

that the political will are stronger for those, and that, consequently, more resources are poured 

into large projects – facilitating the work with sustainability. The reasons for why larger project 

have more well-developed ways of addressing sustainability could be many, but according to this 
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study, there is one crucial reason for why larger projects tend to have more well-developed ways 

of addressing sustainability – and it has to do with the early stages of those projects. 

The three large projects in the interview study – Norrtälje Port, Skärholmsdalen, and Norrköping 

Port – received in the early phase of the project a clear direction and guidance of how to work 

with sustainability and developed the ideas before involving developers. In Norrtälje, a 

sustainability programme according to CityLab Action, was developed before setting the general 

structure of the area and before inviting developers to the process. In Skärholmsdalen they started 

the process by developing an idea and vision of the area before inviting developers to the process, 

and in Norrköping Port targets and visions for the area were developed through extensive public 

consultation before inviting developers. In all projects, politicians had stressed the importance to 

focus on sustainability. 

In all three projects, developers were then invited to the process and land allocation followed how 

well the developer understood and implemented the visions and targets in their proposals. It 

seems that by this top-down approach and development of the structure before inviting developers, 

the planners would receive proposals from developers with “strong sustainability concepts where 

everyone seemed to understand the visions and strategies set up” (Respondent A), give the 

planners “more power to control the developers” (Respondent D), and avoid such obstacles as 

conflict of interest or developers with no interest in sustainability. Furthermore, the planners of 

the three large projects developed the visions and targets by guidance of the comprehensive plan, 

politicians, external certifications (CityLab Action), and through public consultation. It seems that 

these determinants are important when setting, what can be said to be, the shared interpretation 

of sustainability in the respective projects.  

It is important to stress that the observed process as explained above, is different to how the 

planning process typically have looked like, in Stockholm at least, in large projects – as 

Respondent D highlighted. From being a process driven by developers, in Skärholmsdalen the 

municipality started the way around, with the municipality in the lead. It seems that this simple 

shift of the process, is important when incorporating sustainability in a project, getting developers 

in line with developed visions and targets, and making sustainability permeate the whole process. 

By setting the bar high on sustainability early in the process of a project, it becomes clear to all 

actors involved what the goal is, and how sustainable development should be interpreted in the 

context of the project. Finnveden & Gunnarsson-Östling (2016) expressed that the interpretation 

of the term sustainable development is per se leading to the difficulties when working with 

sustainability in planning, so the solutions is precisely to early on interpret what sustainable 

development means in the context of a project. And the three large project from this study have 

shown that this is possible. 

In the smaller projects studied, no early focus on sustainability or shift in planning procedures, 

could be identified. Sustainability was addressed through investigations along the process by 

different departments, and not something permeating the process from an early stage. One can 

argue that it is not necessary that sustainability must permeate smaller projects, but the author 

would argue that sustainability must permeate all projects, to achieve national and global goals, 

and one way to do that is by interpret sustainable development in the context of the project – and 

it is here the 2030 Agenda could be useful. The 2030 Agenda could aid planners in an early stage 

to set relevant visions and targets and be a first concretization of the SDGs to a local context. 

The SDGs could also help planners when setting targets related to the three dimensions of 

sustainability, in the context of the particular project. 
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The 2030 Agenda could thus be of use early and late in the process. Early on, the Agenda could 

support setting relevant targets, connecting the global and the local level. Apart from that, it is 

important that the Agenda is addressed in the comprehensive plan, to avoid conflict of interest 

later on, and because the comprehensive plan is the premium document on sustainability, as 

expressed by Respondent C. Later on, the Agenda could useful after involving developers to the 

process. The SDGs could through workshops with the developers be concretized to specific 

project commitments, creating a context bound certification system – as we saw happened in the 

case of Norrköping Port. 

5.5. Recommendations and conceptual model  
A couple of recommendations and a conceptual model have been developed for the 

implementation of the 2030 Agenda in the municipal spatial planning process. The 

recommendations are on an organizational level, for the management of municipalities, and the 

conceptual model for how the Agenda could be implemented in the spatial planning process. 

 The following recommendations and conceptual model are developed in line with earlier 

research and the findings from the interview study: 

- Invest in training and education for officers regarding the 2030 Agenda to ensure skill 

and knowledge about the new policy. 

 

- Create a department with responsibilities to implement the Agenda in the organization, to 

create focus and a shared understanding of how to address the Agenda, and to identify 

obstacles for the implementation of the Agenda; or 

 

- Assign a current department the job to implement the Agenda in the organization. It is 

important that it is clear for the rest of the organization whom leads the work of 

implementation. 

 

- Improve the climate for implementation by removing obstacles for the implementation of 

the Agenda.  

 

- Develop guidelines for how to concretize the SDGs. Important in order to be able to 

incorporate the goals in projects. Developed by the department assigned to work with the 

Agenda as mentioned above.  

Apart from these recommendations, a conceptual model have been developed. It is developed in 

relation to the findings of the interview study. The processes in the large projects examined have 

been combined, to show how sustainability can be addressed to permeate the whole working 

process in spatial planning projects of all sizes. It also indicates where in the process, from 

developing an idea to involve developers, that the Agenda could be incorporated. 
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Figure 7. Conceptual model of how to address sustainability in early stages of a spatial planning project 

The conceptual model is not by any means a representation of all steps in a project process but 

showing the initial steps of a project to involving developers – which were identified as the most 

important steps when integrating sustainability in the project. After the steps showed in the 

conceptual model, the building phase typically begins. One respondent also expressed the need of 

properly monitoring the sustainability targets set in step 1, but since that is usually done after the 

building phase, it is not incorporated in the conceptual model. Monitoring of the initial 

sustainability targets is though very important to do, and like one respondent said, it is often 

something not prioritized.  
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6. Conclusions and further research 
The implementation of the 2030 Agenda is going slowly in the municipalities studied. The urban 

planners and plan architects interviewed have not received any information or training regarding 

the Agenda from their municipalities, which shows that the implementation haven’t permeated 

down to their level in the organization. Furthermore, the Agenda is not directly addressed in 

spatial planning projects, because of the above mentioned lack of knowledge, and the general 

broad nature of the SDGs. Concretizations of the SDGs would be necessary to properly address 

them in spatial planning projects, among other things. 

It is though important to remember that the Agenda was adopted only three years ago, and that 

implementation of such an extensive Agenda can take some time. It can take one or two election 

cycles until it is properly implemented in Swedish municipalities. Hopefully faster. 

The results show that the climate for implementation of the 2030 Agenda, among municipal 

urban planners and plan architects, is weak. The main reason for this is the identified obstacles 

when working with sustainability in their projects, which could impede a smooth implementation 

of a sustainability policy. If the obstacles – lack of knowledge, conflict of interest, sustainability 

(and the Agenda) not addressed in the comprehensive plan, and lack of concrete sustainability 

goals – are not dealt with, implementation of the Agenda will be unsuccessful and only happen 

sporadically in municipal spatial planning projects. 

The values of sustainability among municipal urban planners and plan architects is in line with 

the aim of the Agenda and the commitment towards sustainability is high. Nevertheless, it is clear 

that they lack steering and guidelines of how to address the Agenda in their work. This could 

indicate that the municipality itself has not received indications of how to implement the Agenda 

in its organization. This could strongly be the case, since Sweden has not yet developed a national 

action plan of how to implement the Agenda. 

On the more positive note, the results show that the processes to address sustainability in large 

spatial planning projects are well developed. From being a process driven by developers, the 

process is now driven by the municipality, by setting up visions, targets and the general structure 

before involving developers in the process. This top-down approach seems crucial in order to set a 

common understanding of sustainable development and make sure all actors involved are 

streamlined, and it is also in these early stages of a project where the Agenda could best be 

implemented. The SDGs could support when developing visions and targets, always according to 

the context of the project. Later, in cooperation with the developers, the visions and targets could 

be concretized into commitments – going from the broad level to the explicit level. The Agenda 

could in that way be a tool to make sure that sustainability permeates the whole project, by 

creating an understanding early on, what sustainable development really means. 

6.1. Further research 

During the development of this thesis, many questions and ideas emerged, for topics for further 

research in the area of implementation and how to use the Agenda in spatial planning projects. 

The aim with this thesis was to study how municipal urban planners and plan architects address 

sustainability in their spatial planning projects, and how they implement the 2030 Agenda. 

Therefore, officers from different municipalities were contacted and interviewed. A question that 

emerged after having conducted the interviews was how well they reflected the implementation 

of the Agenda in their municipality. One interview cannot really tell how implementation is going 

in the whole organization – more interviews are needed. Consequently, it would be of interest, 
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for further research, to only focus on one municipality, interviewing many officers from different 

departments – and hierarchy’s – in order to get a more precise answer to how implementation of 

the 2030 Agenda is going, and in what areas improvements could be made.  

Furthermore, it became clear during the development of the thesis, that there are many important 

actors involved in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda, and that the relationships between 

them are rather blurry. In this thesis, implementation at the local level was studied, and it was 

clear that one of the reasons implementation is going slowly, is because guidelines and steering 

from above is missing. Klein & Sorra (1996) writes that implementation of an innovation is not 

always implemented top-down, some innovations can be implemented bottom-up – but I would 

argue that a policy of this size must, at least in the beginning, be implemented top-down. 

Thus, it would be of interest to map the actors that are crucial for the implementation of the 

2030 Agenda – from the national level down to the local – and investigate their role in the 

implementation work, strengths/weaknesses, improvements and so on. 

Finally, one of the obstacles when working with sustainability in spatial planning identified in this 

thesis was the lack of concrete goals and indicators. Respondents expressed a need to specify 

national goals, into targets and indicators which could be useful the local level. The SDGs are 

broad goals, not so specific and context bound. Thus, it would be of interest to study how to 

concretize the goals and develop indicators suitable for a Swedish context – so that the Agenda 

can be implemented in the day-to-day work of urban planners and plan architects.  
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Appendix 1 

Interview questions (in Swedish) 

 

1. Tack för att du ville ställa upp på en intervju. Syftet med denna intervju är att undersöka hur du 

resonerar kring hållbarhet inom stadsplanering, Agenda 2030 och de globala målen, samt kring 

hållbar utveckling och din kommun. 

Jag vill börja med att be dig fundera på ett större projekt som du var med i nyligen. Kan du kort 

redogöra för vad det var för projekt? (Område, typ av projekt, storlek) 

a. Vad var din roll inom projektet 

2. Hur jobbade ni med hållbarhet inom projektet? 

3. Vilka hållbarhetsaspekter hanterades inom projektet? 

a. (Upprepa den eller de aspekterna av vikt) Kan du berätta mer om hur ni jobbade med 

aspekt X? Metoder, processer 

i. Svårigheter med att jobba med aspekt X 

1. Hur löste ni svårigheterna? 

b. Kan du säga något om specifika planerings/designlösningar som användes i projektet för 

att adressera aspekt X? 

i. Hur identifierades dessa lösningar? 

1. Certifieringar 

2. Miljökonsekvensanalyser 

3. Ramverk 

4. Kommunalt ramverk 

5. Tidigare erfarenhet 

6. Intern expertis 

7. Extern expertis 

c. Fanns det andra hållbarhetsaspekter som inte integrerades i projektet? 

i. Vilka? 

ii. Varför integrerades inte dessa? 

iii. Hur gjordes prioriteringen mellan aspekter? 

d. Vill du lägga till något angående hur du arbetar med hållbarhetsfrågor i dina projekt innan 

vi går vidare i intervjun? 

e. Jag vill avsluta denna första del av intervjun med att fråga om den process du beskrivit 

för mig ovan är liknande för andra projekt inom kommunen som du varit med i? 

i. Om inte: Har ni olika tillvägagångsätt för att adressera hållbarhetsfrågor inom 

kommunen? 

4. Jag vill nu fråga om Agenda 2030 samt de 17 globala målen. Känner du till dessa? 

a. Om ja: Hur fick du kännedom om Agendan och målen? 

i. Tycker du Agendan och målen är viktiga? 

1. Varför/Varför inte? 

ii. Beaktar du dessa i dina stadsplaneringsprojekt? 

1. Om ja: Hur då? 

a. Konkreta åtgärder? 

b. Processer? 

2. Vilka svårigheter finns det med det arbetet? 

iii. Om nej: Beaktar du några andra mål i dina projekt, t.ex. svenska miljömålen, 

regionala- och kommunala mål etc. 

b. Om lite bekant: Hur har kommunen kommunicerat Agendan till er som arbetar med 

stadsplanering?  

i. Tycker du Agendan och målen är relevanta för stadsplanering? 

ii. Beaktar du några andra mål inom dina projekt? 

iii. Skulle du vilja lära dig mer om Agendan och de globala målen? 
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1. Hur skulle du vilja lära dig mer? 

c. Om nej: (Berätta kort om Agendan) Har kommunledningen kommunicerat hur de jobbar 

med Agendan till er? 

i. Beaktar du några andra mål inom dina projekt? 

ii. Skulle du vilja lära dig mer om Agendan och de globala målen? 

1. Hur skulle du vilja lära dig mer? 

d. Vill du lägga till något angående Agenda 2030 och de globala målen innan vi går över till 

den sista delen av intervjun? 

5. Jag vill nu gå över till det sista ämnet för intervjun som handlar om begreppet hållbar utveckling. 

a. Hur tolkar du begreppet hållbar utveckling utifrån ditt yrke? 

b. Tycker du att hållbar utveckling är viktigt inom stadsplanering? 

i. Varför/varför inte? 

c. Tycker du det är svårt att förstå vad hållbar utveckling betyder inom ditt yrke? 

i. Varför/varför inte? 

d. Är du nöjd med din kunskapsnivå angående hållbar utveckling? 

i. Varför/Varför inte? 

e. Är du nöjd med hur hållbar utveckling är integrerat i kommunens arbete? 

i. Kan du säga något kort om hur de implementerar det? 

ii. Har kommunen erbjudit utbildning angående hållbar utveckling?  

1. Skulle du vilja ha mer utbildning? 

6. Det var alla frågor jag hade. Finns det något mer du vill säga innan vi avlutar intervjun? 

a. Om nej: Ok. Tack så hemskt mycket för att du ville vara med. 
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