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Abstract  

During the past decade policies and strategies for social sustainability have been developed in order to draw 
attention to the issue of redistribution of resources in the city and the creation of environments for everyone, 
and to “enhance social sustainability” is a common policy objective in contemporary Swedish urban planning. It 
is, however, not clear or predictable what social strategies actually deliver in terms of tangible results. On the one 
hand, the introduction of the concept has encouraged a debate around equality and democracy in urban areas. 
On the other hand, in a context of an entrepreneurially oriented urban development, the concept seems to 
legitimise actions “in the name of sustainability”, that do not necessarily have any redistributive effects. The aim 
of this project has been to explore how social sustainability as a policy objective is framed and realised in 
contemporary Swedish municipal urban planning, and what difficulties might occur in the implementation of 
social strategies. The purpose has been answered through the following research questions: 

• How is the concept of social sustainability incorporated and operationalised within the sphere  
of urban planning and city administration? 

• What kind of obstacles and goal conflicts that obstruct implementation do the actors involved 
experience? 

In order to carry out the aim and answer the research questions a case study has been realised in the municipality 
of Huddinge. Two different qualitative methods have been used. Analysis of policy documents has demonstrated 
how the concept of social sustainability is defined in the municipality and what goals and strategies are set up in 
order to reach there. Semi-structured interviews with planning actors in the municipal organisation have created 
an understanding of how the public servants handle the issue in their everyday practice and what kind of 
obstacles they encounter. The theoretical framework consists of two components. Theoretical reasoning around 
the concept of social sustainability sheds light on what possibilities as well as contradictive and conflictual 
aspects the concept entails. The approach of Actor Network Theory has allowed an understanding of the 
municipal organisation as an assemblage of different human and non-human actors involved in the task of 
making Huddinge socially sustainable. Furthermore, it has encouraged an open-ended inquiry emerging from the 
interviewees' own perspectives, preventing an understanding limited to explanations anticipated beforehand. 

The most important results show that the social sustainability work in Huddinge consists of ambitious objectives 
but that the efforts are performed in a loosely connected network of heterogeneous actors where the work is 
rather fragmented and many efforts are dependent on individuals. Artefacts in terms of, for example, check-lists 
play an important role in order to allow all planners to function as agents of change. Implementation difficulties 
has shown to be wider than usually indicated, and are mainly related to lack of political prioritisation among 
objectives, lack of routines and knowledge, preconceptions and lack of representation among planners, lack of 
possibilities to influence market conditions as well as the prioritisation of economic aspects over social issues. In 
order to facilitate implementation a number of suggestions are being made, including the promotion of a political 
debate around social objectives and the meaning of social sustainability, to increase resources for the 
development of routines and an increased knowledge base in order to stabilise the network, and to find means to 
limit the influence of private actors. It is also concluded that social sustainability has to be prioritised and that 
goal conflicts with the economic dimension has to be handled in order to produce substantial change. 
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Sammanfattning 

Under det senaste decenniet har strategier för social hållbarhet utvecklats för att uppmärksamma frågan om 
urban resursfördelning och skapandet av miljöer för alla, och att ”stärka social hållbarhet” är ett vanligt policymål 
i dagens svenska stadsplanering. Det är dock inte varken självklart eller förutsägbart vad sociala strategier faktiskt 
leder till för konkreta resultat. Å ena sidan har introducerande av begreppet social hållbarhet uppmuntrat till 
debatt kring jämlikhets- och demokratifrågor. Å andra sidan, i en kontext av en entreprenöriellt orienterad 
stadsutveckling, verkar begreppet kunna legitimera åtgärder ”i hållbarhetens namn”, som inte har någon egentlig 
omfördelande effekt. Syftet med studien har varit att utforska hur social hållbarhet som ett policymål inramas 
och förverkligas i nutida svensk stadsplanering, samt vilka svårigheter som kan uppstå i implementeringen av 
sociala strategier. Syftet har besvarats genom följande forskningsfrågor: 

• Hur är begreppet social hållbarhet införlivat och operationaliserat inom området stadsplanering  
och kommunal förvaltning?  

• Vilka svårigheter och målkonflikter som försvårar implementering upplevs av involverade  
aktörer? 

En fallstudie i Huddinge kommun har utförts för att uppfylla syftet och svara på forskningsfrågorna. Två olika 
kvalitativa metoder har använts. Analys av policydokument har visat hur konceptet social hållbarhet definieras i 
kommunen samt vilka mål och strategier som har satts upp för att nå dit. Semistrukturerade intervjuer har skapat 
en förståelse för hur tjänstepersonerna i den kommunala organisationen hanterar frågan i deras vardagspraktik 
och vilka typer av svårigheter de upplever. Studiens teoretiska ramverk består av två delar. Ett teoretiskt 
resonemang kring begreppet social hållbarhet tydliggör vilka möjligheter samt vilka motsägelsefulla och 
konfliktuella aspekter begreppet bär på. Angreppssättet aktör-nätverksteori har möjliggjort en förståelse av den 
kommunala organisationen som en samling av olika mänskliga och icke-mänskliga aktörer involverade i 
uppgiften att göra Huddinge socialt hållbart. Dessutom har det uppmuntrat en förutsättningslös undersökning 
utifrån intervjupersonernas egna perspektiv, vilket har förhindrat en förståelse begränsad till på förhand antagna 
förklaringar. 

De viktigaste resultaten visar att arbetet för social hållbarhet i Huddinge består av ambitiösa målsättningar, men 
att ansträngningar utförs i ett löst sammansatt nätverk av heterogena aktörer där arbetet är relativt splittrat och 
många insatser är individberoende. Artefakter i form av exempelvis checklistor spelar en betydande roll i att 
tillåta alla planerare att fungera som förändringsagenter. Implementeringssvårigheter har visat sig vara bredare än 
vad som vanligtvis föreslås, och beror främst på brist på politisk prioritering bland målsättningar, brist på rutiner 
och kunskap, fördomar och brist på representation i planerarkåren, brist på verktyg att påverka marknadsvillkor 
samt prioritering av ekonomiska aspekter framför sociala frågor. Ett antal förslag för att underlätta 
implementering ges, vilka innefattar att stimulera en politisk debatt runt sociala målsättningar och betydelsen av 
begreppet social hållbarhet, att satsa ökade resurser på att utveckla rutiner och en utökad kunskapsbas med syftet 
att stabilisera nätverket, samt att hitta sätt att begränsa privata aktörers inflytande. Slutsatsen har även dragits att 
social hållbarhet måste prioriteras samt att målkonflikter med den ekonomiska dimensionen behöver hanteras för 
att någon betydande förändring ska kunna ske. 

 
 
Nyckelord: Social hållbarhet, hållbarhetsstrategier, kommunal stadsplanering, implementering,  
aktör- nätverksteori 
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Introduction 
 

Background 

Urban social sustainability 

 
We are not talking about reducing CO2 emissions, fine, everyone can get that. But now we are addressing 
social issues. It is complicated and context dependent, it is different depending on where we are 
implementing it. I don't know if it is correct to compare with environmental issues, but Sweden has acted 
since the 60s in order to include those in the planning process. That took 50 years. I think we have a long way 
to go with the social issues. […] And then I feel like, did we do a proper background analysis? What are the 
'social issues' and what happens if we invest in them? Can we learn from previous experiences? Like 
Storstadssatsningen in Vårby and Hallunda, where millions and millions were invested but absolutely no results 
were accomplished. Hello, we did something that did not turn out good, let's not repeat that! We have to take 
advantage of that knowledge; it is not like we are asked to re-invent the wheel. 

The quote above is taken from one of the interviews that were conducted in the municipality of Huddinge, the 
case study area in the current study. It illustrates some of the difficulties related to addressing social sustainability 
issues in urban planning. Huddinge has quite recently started to focus on social sustainability in planning, and is 
currently in the process of setting the frame for the work. The current study aims at investigate how that is 
accomplished and to find out what obstacles are encountered in the process. The concept of sustainable 
development entered the global political arena in 1987 with the report Our Common Future, more commonly 
known as the Bruntland Report (WCED 1987). Since then the connection between environmental, social and 
economic aspects has been seen as central for a development towards more sustainable communities 
(Gustavsson & Elander 2013:6). Within the mainstream discourse, sustainable development is often represented 
as free of conflicts in visions and policy documents, the three dimensions are supposed to mutually enhance each 
other. The discourse has however been criticised for relying on ecological modernisation,1 for sustaining 
inequalities and for not ensuring the needs of today's global population (Tunström et al. 2015, Rydin 2010). Due 
to an increasing urbanisation, it has recently become common to consider cities as both the root of and the 
solution to global sustainability problems. In a Swedish context, to consider social aspects in urban planning and 
development is both a national policy objective and included in the law. The national policy for sustainable 
development points out the importance of urban planning in reaching socio-political and integration objectives 
(Regeringskansliet 2004), and in the first chapter of the Planning and Building act it is stated that the purpose of 
the law is to “promote a societal development including equal and good living conditions and a long term 
sustainable living environment” (SFS 2010:900, author’s translation). 

To establish social planning objectives is not a new phenomenon within the field of Swedish urban planning. 
National ambitions of an urban renewal politics, with a primary focus on housing conditions and spatial 
segregation, have existed since the early 20th century (Boverket 2009). Since the 1970s, numerous official reports 
have been conducted, where two dominating mind-sets alternately have influenced the types of methods 
proposed: area based efforts versus the “whole-city perspective”. The first concentrates on improving conditions 
in deprived areas while the latter adopts a view of residential segregation as a relational issue where the entire city 
has to be targeted (Boverket 2009:23). Additionally, a number of different national programs have been carried 
out during the 1990s and 2000s, such as Storstadssatsningen. Those have mainly addressed the situation in deprived 
areas from the million programme, a public housing scheme with the ambition of constructing one million new 

                                                
1 Ecological modernisation comprises the idea that technological development can contribute to the decoupling of economic growth 

from environmental degradation. Hence, according to this perspective sustainable development can be combined with continued 
economic growth (Tunström et al. 2015). 
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dwellings between the years 1965 and 1974. If the earlier programs included a combination of social and spatial 
measures, for example efforts to improve the outdoor environment or service in an area, the later programs have 
primarily focused on “soft” measures such as decreasing unemployment and increase access to education 
(Boverket 2009). However, evaluations of the national programs state that the segregating mechanisms have not 
been targeted, and only to some extent its negative effects (Boverket 2009:35). Today national policy suggestions 
seem to have returned to the “whole-city perspective”: strategies such as connecting isolated areas, decrease 
barrier effects and create identity and variation in combination with measures to improve resident's influence on 
planning processes are stressed as crucial by the National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (Boverket 
2009:43). Another feature of contemporary national policy is state support to municipal planning projects in 
order to strengthen social sustainability (Gustavsson & Elander 2013:7). The Delegation for Sustainable Cities, a 
government commission, that between 2008 and 2012 had the assignment to encourage sustainability work 
through financial support as well as providing examples of 'best practice', is one example (Delegationen för 
hållbara städer 2012). 

In contemporary municipal planning it is generally agreed that the social dimension of sustainability is a 
particularly important future challenge, seen as inseparable from the other sustainability dimensions (Boverket 
2009:125). During the past decade policies and strategies for social sustainability have been developed in order to 
draw attention to the issue of redistribution of resources, and to “enhance social sustainability” is a common 
policy objective (Tahvilzadeh 2015:3). Furthermore, the issue of social sustainability seems to be increasingly 
handled outside the regular activities of the municipalities in order to stress its importance. Malmö, Gothenburg 
and Stockholm have created specific “sustainability commissions” with the purpose of mapping inequalities and 
suggest solutions, both within the field of urban planning and generally in the municipal spheres of activity 
(Kommission för ett socialt hållbart Malmö 2013, Göteborgs Stad 2014, Stockholms Stad 2016). However, there 
is no general consensus around a definition of the concept or how it should be interpreted or translated into 
practice (Gustavsson & Elander 2013:6). Generally, in line with the suggestion by the National Board of 
Housing, Building and Planning, a combination of physical and social measures are suggested as important in 
order to enhance social sustainability. Densification is seen as a method resulting in synergy effects for all three 
sustainability dimensions, and to “heal” the city,  create mixed use areas and a mixed housing stock, as well as to 
increase participation and influence are common policy goals in municipal planning (Boverket 2009:126, 154). In 
an overview of measures directed at increasing social sustainability in Swedish municipal planning projects, 
Gustavsson & Elander (2013:47) categorise measures commonly seen as important in the projects into three 
categories: social inclusion, participation and place identity. Even if an accepted definition of social sustainability 
does not exist, there seem to be a general agreement on what kind of measures that are needed in order to reach 
the objective. However, despite the increased focus on social aspects in planning, it is not clear or predictable 
what social strategies are actually delivering in terms of tangible measures and results (Tahvilzadeh 2015:3). 
Hence, there appears to be a gap between rhetoric and practice, and the outcome does not seem to be influenced 
by the goals and strategies. 

The context of contemporary Swedish urban planning  

Despite efforts made in order to decrease housing segregation and increase social sustainability, research shows 
that the spatial polarisation between different social groups continues to increase (Boverket 2009:162). The 
reports presented by the “sustainability commissions” in Malmö and Gothenburg have stated that inequalities 
between different parts of the cities have increased since the 1980s (Kommission för ett socialt hållbart Malmö 2013, 
Göteborgs Stad 2014). If everyone agrees that the issue is important, why does the development then seem to go in 
the wrong direction? Tahvilzadeh (2015:11) describes sustainability visions as “meta stories” disconnected from 
tangible decisions or concrete measures, and argues that the sustainability concept itself can be a tool for 
legitimising actions “in the name of sustainability”, that do not necessarily contribute to decreasing inequalities or 
have any redistributive effects. Theoretical definitions of social sustainability usually include notions about justice 
and equity (see for example Dempsey et al. 2011 or Mantzi et al. 2010), while in practice, urban planning 
operates within a context where social objectives usually conflict with overall strategies aiming at economic 
growth. The discourse around sustainable development has specifically been criticised for neutralising political 
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tensions and conflicts, conserving power relations and making neoliberal capitalism seem like the only option 
(Raco 2014). Some scholars point out a contemporary consensus discourse, characterised by the negligence of 
conflicts and the drawback of politics in planning, as a factor affecting the possibilities to change an 
unsustainable development. According to Allmendinger and Haughton (2011:92), planning is an inherently 
political activity, and politics include unavoidable conflicts between different ideological ideas and interests, but 
the current political state tends to neglect these conflicts. Swyngedouw (2007:25) argues that the strive for 
consensus challenges any kind of political debate, the idea that “we all want sustainability” tend to hide goal 
conflicts and reject different interests. In a Swedish context, Tunström and Bradley (2014:77) criticise planning 
practice for the avoidance of deeper social analyses. Since discussions around injustices related to class or 
ethnicity are circumvented, solutions are usually presented as beneficial for everyone (ibid.).  

According to Harvey (1989), the governance of cities has since the 1980s been characterised by a shift from 
'managerialism' to 'entrepreneurialism' where the former public task of providing welfare services has been 
replaced by practices aiming at creating economic growth, a development that has been preceded by globalisation 
and changes in economic structures. Tahvilzadeh (2015:14) argues that several Swedish municipalities have 
undergone transformations where the adoption of an entrepreneurial urban development has resulted in 
gentrification and marketisation of public utilities. Nevertheless, re-distributive ambitions are still part of the 
political agenda. As has been discussed in the previous section, to consider social aspects is seen as an important 
issue despite entrepreneurial influences on the field of urban governance and planning, and the purpose is often 
to create more equal living conditions and decrease differences between different geographical areas within a city 
or a municipality. Tahvilzadeh (2015:1) denominates this inconsistency as a “tension between entrepreneurial 
urban development and re-distributive urban development”. According to Tahvilzadeh (2015:15) a problem in 
realising social ambitions is that societal re-distributive institutions have become weaker instruments in providing 
equal access to public welfare. Deregulation of the housing market, drawback of public responsibility within the 
housing sector and private developers becoming influential actors in planning processes have resulted in a 
development where non-resourceful groups increasingly are excluded from the housing market and from certain 
parts of the city.  

A relevant question is therefore: “what role does stories and strategies for sustainable development have within 
and beyond a neoliberal urban development?” (Tahvilzadeh 2015:15, author's translation). Tahvilzadeh (2015:23) 
denominates social sustainability as a “two-edged sword”, which on the one hand stimulates a debate around 
equality and democracy, but on the other hand contributes to the legitimisation of injustices and undemocratic 
processes. Planning for social sustainability somehow appears to be an end without means, and implementing 
social strategies a complicated task. Are structural factors and weak instruments the reason for implementation 
difficulties? Or is it lack of coordination and institutional capacity that creates the implementation gap? Or a 
combination of mentioned factors? Can the debate around social sustainability offer a platform for promoting 
social justice in today's urban planning? In relation to the difficulties that have been observed, I want to 
investigate how the concept of social sustainability is defined and translated into practice, and examine what kind 
of obstacles and difficulties that might occur in the implementation of social sustainability strategies. This will be 
done through a case study on the municipality of Huddinge.  

Aim & research questions 

The aim of the project is to investigate how social sustainability as a policy objective is framed and realised in 
contemporary Swedish municipal urban planning, and what difficulties might occur in the implementation of 
social strategies. It seeks to answer the following research questions: 

• How is the concept of social sustainability incorporated and operationalised within the sphere  
of urban planning and city administration? 

• What kind of obstacles and goal conflicts that obstruct implementation do the actors involved 
experience? 
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Disposition 

Above, the study has been framed through a background discussion related to the topic of social sustainability 
within contemporary urban planning, and the aim of the study has been presented. The remaining part of this 
chapter contains a presentation of the case study area Huddinge and the main actors involved in the study, as 
well as an overview of previous research within the field of study. In the second chapter the theoretical 
framework relevant for the analysis is presented. It includes a theoretical discussion on the concept of social 
sustainability as well as an account of city organisation and the implementation of strategies from the perspective 
of Actor Network Theory. The third chapter accounts for the methodological considerations and the empirical 
strategy used in the study: analysis of policy documents and interviews with planning actors. Chapter four, 
Planning for social sustainability in Huddinge, includes the joint result and analysis discussed in relation to the 
theoretical positions. It starts with a section accounting for the introduction and definition of the concept of 
social sustainability in Huddinge and continues with a section on how social sustainability work is organised in 
the municipality and how the concept is translated into practice. The chapter ends with a section accounting for 
what kind of obstacles and goal conflicts are encountered in the implementation of social strategies, organised 
into five different categories. The last chapter contains the conclusions of the study, including a summary of the 
previous chapter where the research questions are answered, as well as a discussion of the results and suggestions 
for solutions to the identified implementation obstacles.  

 
The case of Huddinge  

The municipality of Huddinge 

The municipality of Huddinge is located south of Stockholm and is the second largest municipality in the region, 
with approximately 100 000 inhabitants. Huddinge is divided into seven administrative municipal districts (see 
Figure 1). In the western part of the municipality, Segeltorp and Stuvsta-Snättringe are dominated by single-
family housing. Vårby and Flemingsberg mainly consist of multi-family housing built during the million 
programme. Sjödalen-Fullersta is the largest district, containing a number of single-family housing areas, 
Huddinge Centrum, which is the administrative centre of the municipality, as well as large nature areas in the 
southern part. In the western part of the municipality, the districts Trångsund and Skogås both include a mix of 
single and multi-family housing, however divided within the areas. Generally, differences in socio-economic 
factors such as income, unemployment rates and levels of education follow the division between different 
housing typologies (Huddinge Kommun 2014a). 

Huddinge is governed with the long term goal of developing the municipality towards a “sustainable Huddinge” 
in 2030. The vision the municipality is working towards is “to be one of the three most popular municipalities in 
the Stockholm region to live in, visit and operate in” (Huddinge Kommun 2015a, author's translation). The 
“sustainability document” Towards Huddinge 2030 establishes a desirable future and preferred choices within 
the long-term development in order to reach there. The vision has been broken down into five comprehensive 
objectives, which appear in several of the municipality’s guiding documents such as the comprehensive plan, in 
order to show what the municipality wants to accomplish for its inhabitants and clients (see for example 
Huddinge Kommun 2015b). Huddinge is aiming for: responsibility for natural resources, cohesion and 
participation in social life, attractive housing environments, good education and creative business sector as well 
as rich leisure time and good public health. 



5 
 

 

(Source: http://www.huddinge.se/bygga-bo-och-miljo/lantmateri-kartor-och- 
mattjanster/kartor/Oversiktskarta/, elaboration by the author) 

Figure 1. Huddinge & the municipal districts 
 

Main actors  

In order to facilitate the understanding of the municipal organisation, the most important actors participating in 
the study will be presented in this section. Both human and non-human actors are considered as important 
influences on the outcome of urban planning, inspired by the approach Actor Network Theory (see the section 
Cities as networks in Theoretical framework). The main actors informing the study have been public servants at the 
municipality sharing information through interviews, together with public documents. The majority of the 
interviewees have different roles at the Administration of the municipal board. Additionally, a strategist at the 
municipal housing company Huge and the development leader of the Södertörn collaboration have been 
interviewed. Additionally, the project members of a project involved in the collaboration the Södertörn model 
(Södertörnsmodellen) are actors informing the results (see the section Selection of interviewees for a closer description). 
In Figure 2 the organisation is mapped from my perspective. The chart includes the participating actors and the 
sections/departments to which they belong. It is based on information from the interviewees as well as 
information on the municipality’s website. 

The Administration of the municipal board supports the Municipal board in their task to govern the 
municipality. At the Administrative department the section for Quality and projects is located. Their task is to 
coordinate comprehensive issues and participate in the development of steering documents such as the budget, 
controlling and evaluation as well as dialogue and democracy issues. The department of Urban planning has the 
task to plan, develop and build a “socially, environmentally and economically sustainable society”. At the 
Planning section, the Road and traffic section together with the Land and exploitation section, planners and 
strategists work in project form with the development of programs and detailed plans, land management and 
development of public streets and parks (Huddinge.se 2016). Huge is the municipal housing company, owning, 
developing and administrating housing and other public premises such as schools and local centres (Huge.se 
2016). The Södertörn collaboration is a collaboration between eight municipalities south of Stockholm, regarding 
education, business, environment, infrastructure and research (Södertörnskommunerna.se 2015). 
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(Source: the author's mapping and elaboration) 

Figure 2. Main actors in the municipal organisation  

 
The main human actors can be divided into two categories: strategists and planners, where the strategists work at 
a comprehensive level developing strategic and steering documents such as the comprehensive plan and the 
municipal budget. The strategist at Huge is part of developing the strategic direction of the company. The 
planners are administrators (handläggare) working at an executive level as e.g. landscape architects, planning 
architects or engineers. Their task can for example be to be a part of a project group developing a detailed plan. 
Thus, the supposed division of labour between the two categories is that strategists mainly are focusing on the 
development of strategies while the planners are implementing them, even if the division between the roles in 
many cases is blurred since planners are also involved in for example the development of the comprehensive 
plan.  

The main non-human actors involved in the study are the steering and guiding documents that influence the 
work within urban planning. The prioritisations of the municipality regarding social sustainability can be found in 
a number of documents. The most important documents that I have used in order to determine what goals 
strategies and priorities the municipality has set are the following:  

• Objectives and budget 2016 (Huddinge Kommun 2015a) 
• Towards Huddinge 2030 – Sustainability report 2014 (Huddinge Kommun 2014b) 
• Comprehensive plan 2030 (Huddinge Kommun 2014a) 
• Operational plan for the Municipal Administrative board 2016 (Huddinge Kommun 2015b) 
• Traffic strategy for the municipality of Huddinge (Huddinge Kommun 2013)  
• Guiding documents for housing supply and disposal of land (Huddinge Kommun 2012)  
• Owner directives for Huge (Huddinge Kommun 2011) 

The budget defines general goals and priorities in the municipality as well as within urban planning. The 
comprehensive plan is setting the direction for the long term development within the sphere of urban planning. 
All municipalities are bounded by the law to have one, even if it is not legally binding. The “sustainability report” 
sets the direction for long term development within the entire municipality by painting a picture of Huddinge in 
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2030 and pointing out important areas for follow up. Furthermore the operational plan for the department of 
urban planning states prioritisations of 2016 and the guidelines for housing supply and disposal of land are 
supposed to support achievement of the targets within urban development. The documents are of different 
character, while the Objectives and budget as well as Towards Huddinge 2030 include target areas for regular 
evaluation, the strategic documents such as the comprehensive plan and the traffic strategy are rather pointing 
out a desirable direction of the development and are supposed to guide the development. 

 
Delimitations 

The concept of social sustainability is used within different spheres of the municipality of Huddinge, such as 
planning, education and elderly care. The aim of this project has been to investigate how the concept is 
incorporated and translated into practice within the sphere of urban planning, why the focus during the 
collection of empirical material has been social sustainability issues related to planning. However, since the 
different spheres are interlinked and cannot be treated as completely separated from each other, the discussion 
inevitably touches also upon other areas. Furthermore, the aim of the study has been to investigate the public 
servants’ experiences of the organisation of social sustainability work and the possibilities of incorporating and 
implementing social sustainability strategies in planning practice. The aim has neither been to evaluate the result 
of the work, nor to compare it to how it is done in other places. The focus has rather been to convey an image 
of how social sustainability work is carried out in the municipality of Huddinge through the stories of the 
strategists and planners.  

 
Previous research  

Social objectives in planning & implementation difficulties  

To enhance social sustainability is an objective in most contemporary Swedish municipal planning projects, and 
the formulation of social strategies is a common part of the organisation aiming at a sustainable development. A 
number of studies have been carried out about the difficulties in translating social objectives focusing on social 
sustainability work within specific spheres of society or analysing it from a certain theoretical perspective (see for 
example Brorström 2015, Loit 2014, Tahvilzadeh 2015 or Vifell & Soneryd 2012, or in an international context, 
Colantonio & Dixon 2011 or Mantzi et al. 2012). These studies have been relevant in producing possible 
explanations to why social strategies seldom produce the desired effects. Since the object of the current study is 
the organisation of social sustainability work in a Swedish municipality, the previous research that is presented in 
this section is situated within a Swedish context.  

In a study about strategic sustainability work in the case of the “River City” Gothenburg, Brorström (2015) it 
was shown how conflicts between different sustainability dimensions are hidden in favour of reaching consensus 
around a common vision. Despite good intentions and awareness about urban conflicts and injustices, during the 
development process the vision went from being problem based and concrete to vague and unclear about future 
actions: “[no] priorities had been set and no conflicts were apparent between the three sustainability dimensions 
in the document. […] The vision was ‘visionary’ and the politicians could agree on it” (Brorström 2015:28). Loit 
(2014:225) has studied social planning strategies in two areas in Stockholm, the Royal Seaport and Järvafältet, 
and concludes that strategies aiming at a more just society are being adapted to market based economic 
incentives, making them “lose their true meaning”. Social sustainability is supposed to be created through the 
counteraction of residential segregation, but in practice social objectives are being overshadowed by a planning 
directed at competitiveness, which instead contributes to strengthening segregation (ibid.).  

Tahvilzadeh (2015) has in a recent study investigated the possibilities of enhancing the social dimension in 
planning through institutional innovations. The study is an evaluation of the introduction of a tool for Social 
Impact Assessments as well as a reform aiming at strengthening the influence by the urban district committees in 
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planning processes, through the establishment of new positions as “urban development managers” in 
Gothenburg’s 10 districts. The results show that an entrepreneurial urban development, as was referred to in the 
background, dominates both strategies and practice in Gothenburg, and that market actors has a strong influence 
on what is built and for whom (Tahvilzadeh 2015:79). The institutional innovations are however meaningful 
tools in the way that they encourage critical discussions and reflections, but there is still a great challenge to make 
the generated knowledge influence planning practice. Tahvilzadeh (2015:80) concludes that other institutional 
reforms, aiming at increasing the capacity for the public sector to steer urban planning towards a more 
redistributive direction are necessary in order to achieve a more just development in terms of re-distribution of 
resources and decreased inequalities.  

In a report by the National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (Boverket 2009) a number of obstacles 
encountered by municipalities in the realisation of a socially sustainable urban development are listed. It is stated 
that even if the municipalities have the formal responsibility for the content of detailed plans, in practice 
developers often initiate planning processes, which increases their influence on the result. Land ownership and 
land allocation agreements are in practice the strongest instruments possessed by the municipalities in steering 
the development, this however requires political ambitions and a well-established land policy. The position of the 
municipality in negotiations with developers is also determined by the attractiveness of undeveloped land 
(Boverket 2009:41). Public housing companies function as another tool enabling the support of integration and 
provision of housing for specific groups. Again, the effect depends on the political ambitions when formulating 
ownership directives. A new legislation from 2011, stating that public housing companies have to act on 
“business like” principles has however limited the strength of this tool (SABO 2015:24).  

Difficulties in providing housing for non-resourceful groups since tools for affecting prices of new production 
are lacking and the fact that projects in deprived areas are often too small to make an actual difference are seen 
as further barriers to creating a socially sustainable development by the municipalities (Boverket 2009:128). 
Boverket (2009:189) also points at a lack of knowledge about the costs of investments that do not take place as 
problematic – what are the long-term economic effects of the current development and how much does it 
actually cost to avoid dealing with housing segregation? Furthermore, a lack of financial evaluations of the return 
of social investments might result in wrong investments or no investments at all (Boverket 2009:199). 
Additionally, Boverket (2009:67) problematise the strategy of creating “mixed housing”, e.g. building 
complementary forms of housing missing in an area in order to decrease residential segregation and achieve a 
mixed population. Building condominiums in areas dominated by rental apartments can result in an increased 
stability in the area, since households requesting other forms of tenure are able to stay. However it does not 
necessarily lead to a mixed population since socio-economically strong households frequently chose not to move 
to those neighbourhoods (Boverket 2009, Holmqvist 2009).The efficiency of building rental housing in areas 
dominated by condominiums or single family housing might be restrained by resistance and protests from people 
already living in those areas as well as the difficulties in providing affordable new production (Boverket 2009:68). 

Gustavsson and Elander (2013) have studied how social sustainability is incorporated in eight different Swedish 
municipal planning projects. Their results show that the lack of definition of the concept creates insecurity 
around what social sustainability actually means, and makes it problematic to translate the concept into practical 
measures. They criticise strategies that are used in many of the projects for being too unspecified. A common 
strategy is to “create meeting places”, but it is normally not described what is supposed to be achieved and how. 
Questions such as who is going to meet, what activities are planned to take place and how will meetings 
contribute to social inclusion are seldom answered (Gustavsson & Elander 2013:62). Moreover, they identify 
insecurity around actual effects of proposed interventions, since no emissions of “social dioxide” that can be 
measured are generated (Gustavsson & Elander 2013:63). This corresponds to the results of a study by Vifell and 
Soneryd (2012), who argue that the difficulty of measuring the efficiency of social sustainability measures 
decreases the incentives of incorporating social aspects in projects. Their study concerns implementation of 
national sustainability targets in two different projects, one carried out by a national authority and the other by an 
NGO. The results show that the organisation of short-term projects often lack actors pushing for the social 
dimension. The authors state that the project form matters for the possibility to integrate the social dimension in 
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a project, and actors explicitly addressing social aspects should be included in order to strengthen this dimension 
(ibid.). 

Hence, there seems to be no clear and obvious explanation to the difficulties in implementing social 
sustainability strategies. Rather a wide range of possible explanations contributing to the difficulties in planning 
for social sustainability can be seen in the survey of the field, where different studies point at different 
explanations: structural explanations containing adaptation to market logic, consensus seeking and an avoidance 
of dealing with conflicts, the lack of tools for realising social objectives and lack of knowledge about the actual 
effects of measures as well as organisational issues. This study of the municipality of Huddinge seeks to dig 
deeper into the wide range of possible explanations to the obstacles to realisation of social objectives in planning. 
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Theoretical framework	  

 

The concept of social sustainability  

Defining social sustainability 

The theoretical notions on the concept of social sustainability presented in this section have been used in order 
to shed light on and analyse how the concept is incorporated and translated into practice in Huddinge, and has 
encouraged me to stay attentive to the contradictive and conflictual aspects that the concept entails. The purpose 
of the concept of sustainable development is to indicate a desirable direction of the societal development 
(Wangel 2013). What a sustainable development implies in more substantial terms is however extremely vague. 
In order to understand what sustainability is and how something can be regarded as sustainable, the concept 
needs concretisation. Environmental sustainability can be measured in terms of biodiversity or levels of 
emissions, but social sustainability is more complicated to define (Wangel 2013:5). There is no universally agreed-
upon definition of what the concept implies, but there are a number of themes or aspects generally suggested to 
be important. Commonly, social sustainability is defined in terms of social justice, democracy, well-being and 
access to welfare. The global sustainable development goals include aspects such as gender equality, access to 
education, good health and reduced inequalities (UNDP 2016). In an urban context, similar features are normally 
seen as relevant. Field specific factors are usually connected to the physical environment, such as access to 
transportation, housing and public meeting places (Weingaertner & Moberg 2014:126).  

Table 1 shows a summary of aspects related to urban social sustainability, with the purpose of giving an idea 
about what aspects are commonly emphasised as important in research. The aim has not been to provide a 
definition of the concept, but rather to create a framework to relate to when determining what aspects to include 
in the discussion about social sustainability in Huddinge. The framework follows the division by Boström 
(2012:6), who distinguishes between a substantive and a procedural dimension of social sustainability, as a way of 
highlighting the institutional dimension, which often is neglected in the sustainability discourse. The substantive 
dimension focuses on what a socially sustainable development should achieve, in terms of for example equality, 
accessibility or well-being, while the procedural aspect concentrates on how the goals will be achieved in terms of 
for example participation, transparent processes and accountability of governance. 

 
Table 1. Aspects related to social sustainability in an urban context 

SUBSTANTIAL ASPECTS PROCEDURAL ASPECTS 

Accessibility (to e.g. employment, education, 
services, housing, green space) 
Social justice (inter- & intragenerational) 
Equal opportunities & equity 
Fair distribution of income & environmental “bads” 
& “goods” 
Social cohesion & inclusion 
Social capital & networks 
Integration 
Diversity 
Public health  
Quality of life, well-being & happiness 
Sense of place & belonging 
Safety & security (real as well as perceived) 
Connectivity & walkability 

Participation in the framing of problems 
Participation in different stages of decision-making 
processes 
Accountable governance 
Engaged governance 
Transparent processes & access to information 
Local democracy 
Empowerment for taking part in processes (e.g. 
education, economic compensation) 
Community consultation 
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 Source: Dempsey et al. 2009, Mantzi et al. 2010, Weingaertner & Moberg 2014, Boström 2012, Åhman 2013 

 
Problematising social sustainability 

The imprecise significance of the concept of social sustainability enables “diverse sustainabilities” which in turn 
inspire distinct practical measures (Tahvilzadeh 2015). Hence, taking political and normative positions are 
unavoidable in the process of trying to define and translate social sustainability. According to Tahvilzadeh 
(2015:20) the concept offers decision-makers a language with high affective value and positive associations but 
with limited tangible content. Thus, the concept might be positive for political rhetoric but restricted in 
producing any substantial result. Its vagueness allows political promotion of social sustainability without any 
fundamental challenges to the present development – “it helps to sustain the unsustainable” (Boström 2012:10). 
The concepts commonly used in order to further define social sustainability, such as justice and equity, are vague 
and politically charged concepts, creating an additional challenge for translating the concept into practice 
(Murphy 2012). Additionally, some of the aspects normally included in definitions of the concept are hard to 
measure. Unemployment rates or income inequalities can be measured in objective terms, while issues such as 
well-being and quality of life are highly subjective, making them inappropriate to measure in the same way as 
environmental or economic issues (Boström 2012:8). Boström (2012) argues that its floating significance and 
politically charged nature result in an avoidance of including social issues on the political agenda. Tahvilzadeh 
(2015:17) exemplifies this by stating that Sweden has a well-developed administrative system for environmental 
objectives and statutory routines for Environmental Impact Assessments, which do not exist to the same extent 
for social issues.  

The integration of the three pillars of sustainability is often framed as mutually reinforcing and full of possible 
win-win solutions, while in fact negotiations and trade-offs between the dimensions are inevitable (Boström 
2012:7). Social objectives might conflict both with environmental goals and strategies aiming at producing 
economic growth. Environmental policies such as eco-taxes or mobility restrictions often have negative re-
distributional effects since they affect low-income earners to a greater extent (ibid.). The production of 
affordable versus environmentally sustainable housing is another area where conflicts might arise, and economic 
aspects might restrict the possibility to fulfil both targets (Davidson 2009:608). Generally, considering social 
aspects in planning might imply public spending and thus conflict with goals of cost-efficiency in the public 
sector. Moreover, social policies in welfare states usually are dependent on economic growth, extraction of 
resources and overconsumption, which might create conflicts with environmental goals (Boström 2012:4). 

The role of the concept in planning 

The concept of social sustainability has replaced former value loaded concepts that during the 20th century were 
used to describe the “good society”, and has the possibility to function as a tool for planners reflecting on what 
the purpose and aim of urban planning should be (Tahvilzadeh 2015:14). In contrast to the criticism of the 
inherent ambiguity of the concept of social sustainability, the vagueness is also seen as both an asset and a 
precondition for successful implementation. It is argued that different geographical scales and contexts require 
their own frameworks. Åhman (2013:1158) emphasises the dependency on the local context, arguing that general 
international or national guidelines or indicators are both difficult and inappropriate to operationalise at a local 
level. Even if some of the themes related to social sustainability can be generally agreed upon, universal solutions 
are impossible and thus applications have to be locally adjusted (Weingaertner & Moberg 2014). According to 
Dempsey et al. (2011) social sustainability has to be considered a dynamic concept, changing over time in a place. 
Furthermore, since prioritisations between different goals are needed, the local conditions have to determine 
which aspects of the concept that are most relevant (Weingaertner & Moberg 2014:131). Boström (2012:12) 
argues that social sustainability can be a useful analytical tool for understanding sustainability projects in planning 

Mobility & transportation 
Local environmental quality & amenity 
Cultural heritage 
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as well as a normative tool for improving them. The introduction of social sustainability in planning processes 
might trigger participants to ask questions such as “what kind of society do we want?”, and defining 
sustainability goals can contribute to the empowerment of participating actors.  

Hence, through encouraging debate and demonstrate alternatives social sustainability might as its best function 
as a “potential site of politics” (Davidson 2009:616). In order to challenge a “one-sided consensus perspective”, 
Åhman (2013:1163) emphasises communication and negotiation around conflicting interests as fundamental 
characteristics of the concept itself, being more important than indicators or measurements. This aspect is also 
highlighted by Weingaertner and Moberg (2014), stating that its meaning has to emerge out of an interactive 
process. Thus, social sustainability can be seen as a platform for debate and a process rather than an end state.  

 
Organising the city 

Cities as networks 

Even if a traditional top-down view on organisations and policy implementation has been widely challenged, the 
city or the municipality is often looked upon as an integrated unit with clear roles, channels of communication 
and routines for cooperation. Thus it is presupposed that politically determined goals and strategies will be 
implemented by public servants, and if implementation fails the answer is often searched for in deficiencies in 
the chain of implementation. The solution then has to be more coordination and more explicitly defined roles. 
The question is if the answer that simple? Bulkley (2010) has reviewed a number of studies of the failure of 
implementation of environmental sustainability strategies, and criticises traditional explanations of 
implementation gaps as a lack of coordination. She suggests that obstacles are related to a combination of the 
adaptation to neo-liberal approaches and that technical leadership results in a condition where the “real nature of 
problems” rarely is discussed, which in turn results in a limited capacity for reaching set ambitions. This critique 
seems reasonable when looking at the diverse results of the studies presented in the section of previous research. 
Drawing on the argumentation of Bulkley, new tactics for understanding difficulties in implementing 
sustainability strategies are required. Bulkley (2010) calls for a focus on the political and economic context where 
struggle takes place, and the socio-technical networks through which policies are mediated, which requires a view 
on the city as a complex interaction of the social/technical/material/economical/political. I would argue that 
such approach can be applied also to the study of planning for social sustainability, and that the perspective of 
Actor Network Theory can be constructive in order to understand the complex interaction of a wide range of 
different actors creating the urban reality, due to its focus on heterogeneous networks (Latour 2005). 

Rather than being a theory, the perspective of Actor Network Theory (ANT) can be seen as a shared sense or an 
approach: a way of viewing reality (Farías 2010). According to ANT, networks are not something fixed that is 
“out there” to be captured, but a concept that can help to describe and understand something (Latour 2005:131). 
ANT treats social relations as network effects, but does not limit itself to study human relations only. It views 
networks as materially heterogeneous, where different materials join together and produce and reproduce order 
(Law1992:381). ANT would consider urban planning as a process of social, material, technical and political 
interaction, and the planner as one of many actors involved in this process (Rydin 2014:591). Thus, in an urban 
planning situation, humans, buildings, maps, plans, strategies, offices and other objects are all seen as actors 
affecting the organisational pattern. Objects mediate interaction between human actors and together all involved 
actors shape the social order(s) (Law 1992:382). Agency is produced through the capacity of the assemblage and 
the power to change emerges from the collective connections within the network rather than from individual 
actors (Rydin 2014:591).  

In its engagement with the world, ANT is concerned with inquiry rather than critique. It pays attention to the 
distribution of agency, and asks “how do things happen?” (Bender 2010:309). ANT does not take order for 
granted; instead it seeks to reveal the origins of organisation, its contradictions and its hidden forces by 
“following the actors” (Farías 2011:366, Latour 2005:12). This means that instead of beginning with social 
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assemblages or networks, ANT ends with them (Marrero-Guillamón 2013:406). Farías (2011:369) emphasises the 
benefits of ANT in understanding the urban: by moving away from the understanding of the city as one entity 
the city can instead be understood as a multiplicity. The urban is thus a network, or a socio-technical assemblage, 
of heterogeneous parts, and heterogeneous connections can contribute to assemble the city in many different 
ways (Farías 2010:14).  

Farías (2011:368) argues that in contrast to other critical schools of urban studies, ANT encourages an 
engagement in the urban as a self-entitled process. For example, a Marxist analysis of urban life can shed light on 
important aspects of injustices and domination, but is not primarily focused on the constitution of urban 
processes. The urban is treated as a site for analysing the function capitalism, which is what is at stake in the 
Marxist analysis. In the study of the organisation of the urban, and in this case the complex organisation of urban 
social sustainability work, a process with a myriad of involved actors, a theoretical perspective imposing 
structural explanations could be limiting since it might exclude possible answers by disregarding the 
heterogeneity of the organisation. Structural factors might certainly be a possible explanation to why strategies 
fail to live up to the expectations. But rather than limiting the scope to explanations anticipated on beforehand, it 
can be beneficial to search for answers in what Bender (2010:309) entitles “complex chains of causation” - there 
might not be an obvious reason to why something is happening, the answer might rather be found by tracing the 
actions of various actors involved in the processes of strategy-making, planning and implementation of social 
sustainability ambitions.  

Rather than providing standard explanations, the application of ANT on urban studies can provide an 
understanding of how different parts of a network assemble, what role the involved human and non-human 
actors play, and through that shed light on what is happening (or not happening) in a city or municipality. 
According to Farías (2011:366) an open, explorative and empirically oriented engagement with the urban is 
necessary, since it is impossible to know all the involved actors in advance. Thus, through avoiding the 
presumption of any specific order and by trying to “unveiling the actual practices” (Farías 2011:370), the 
perspective of ANT has inspired me to approach Huddinge as an assemblage of different actors rather than a 
predestined unit. As an example, it has allowed an open-ended mapping of actors involved in and important for 
social sustainability efforts in the municipality, where I have included those shown as relevant during the process, 
adding up to the network of human and non-human actors presented in Figure 2. Furthermore, the emphasis on 
the role of artefacts has encouraged me to stay attentive to the role and perceived importance of non-human 
actors, such as check-lists and other tools, in the process of implementing social sustainability strategies. 

The role of strategies in planning & implementation processes 

The theoretical inputs presented in this section have been chosen in order to shed light on the role of strategies 
in urban planning and the organisation of the process aiming at the realisation of strategies. Other theoretical 
standpoints apart from ANT have been included in order to explain the strategy–implementation process, even if 
an understanding of the municipal organisation as a network has been the starting point. To set priorities for the 
development of a city or an area is an inherent part of planning, and the role of strategies in the process of 
planning is to “make sense” of the complexity of urban life (Healey 2007:3), to frame ideas, to build bridges 
between the real and the possible (Rydin 2014:593), or to “discipline the future” (Kornberger 2013:105). For 
Hillier (2011:504) strategic planning represents “a strategically navigated becoming”, since it is concerned with 
the future transformation of a place through trajectories rather than specific end-points. Kornberger (2012:85) 
identifies a shift from 'planning' to 'strategic thinking', where an increased emphasis on strategy-making has 
transformed planning by moving away from rational scientific decision-making to a new discursive regime 
combining science and politics. Or as Healey (2009:441) puts it: a combination of “analytical knowledge and 
moral considerations”.  

The increased focus on strategy-making within urban planning can partly be traced to the criticism of planning as 
a rational top-down activity managed separated from its dynamic context. Comprehensive strategies are usually 
phrased in an abstract language, which might reduce political conflict and enable the creation of consensus 
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around certain policy objectives (Brorström 2015:26). Nevertheless, strategies are not politically neutral but a 
political technology aiming at “convincing others through framing issues and provide solutions” within one 
master narrative (Kornberger 2012:85). Strategies are aiming at the transformation of reality, and do so by 
framing conversations about the future (Kornberger 2013:105). According to Albrechts (2004) the concept of 
“strategic” implies that some decisions and actions are more important than others, and thus the prioritisation of 
certain issues considered as more important than others is a necessary part of strategy-making. Hence, the 
purpose of strategic planning is to set the direction of the future development of an area. It also involves the 
power of selectivity – certain issues are made visible and being opened up for intervention while others are being 
down-prioritised or disregarded. 

Within the field of implementation studies the concern has shifted “from the 'what' of policy outcome to the 
'why' of perceived policy failure”, since policy performance more often than not seem to fail to live up to the 
expectations (Barrett 2004:251). Thus, the interest increasingly concerns the actual implementation process, 
where objectives are translated into action, rather than assessing the outcome of public policy. Traditionally, the 
policy–action relationship has been regarded as a top-down process, where objectives are formulated on the top 
of the hierarchy and then handed over to the administrative units for implementation. Answers to perceived 
implementation failure has been looked for in issues such as lack of clear policy objectives, problems of co-
ordination between actors involved in the process or limit of administrative control (Barrett 2004:252). Instead, 
Barrett (2004:253) argues for an integrated view on the policy–action relationship, where translation processes 
are seen as a continuum of political policy-making. This view focuses on the relationships and interaction 
between actors involved in the policy–action relationship, stating that the implementation process involves a 
constant negotiation between involved actors that shapes the outcome of policy. Hence micro-political processes 
where political decisions are re-interpreted and re-negotiated have to be regarded as an important part of 
implementation (ibid.). Healey (2009:444) highlights the way “informal relations and networks create the 
practices through which the formal procedures are enacted”. This perspective stresses the power of agency in 
governance practices, as opposed to a traditional view of policy-making and implementation taking place through 
strictly formal processes. Another issue related to the implementation of sustainability strategies is that new 
linkages between policy-fields challenge the 'silo-mentality' of urban planning and administration (Healey 2007:3). 
This might be particularly prominent regarding social sustainability as a policy objective, since its implementation 
usually is a task that involves different spheres of the municipal administration, as will be discussed in the 
analysis chapter. 

Czarniawska (2009:420) considers the work of organising cities as an activity of connecting actions to one 
another, where connections are maintained through processes of translation. This view captures the anti-
essentialist aspect of organising since it assumes that the connections between actions produce actors and that 
the organisation is the product rather than the source of organising (Czarniawska 2004). In the study of 
organisation of social sustainability work in Huddinge I have adopted a view on the municipal organisation not 
as a unit but as a network, or an assemblage, of different actors, which has allowed me to map out important 
actors and their role in the process of translating strategies into action. Following the argumentation of 
Czarniawska (2009:421), I interpret the process of developing and implementing strategies as such translation 
process, where observations of (or ideas about) reality are translated into political intentions which are translated 
into plans for the future in a strategic document, which in turn has to be translated into action plans to guide 
decisions and actions producing change. In such translation process a myriad of actors are taking part, such as 
politicians, planners and other public servants, inhabitants, developers, maps, diagrams, presentations and text 
documents. According to Corvellec & Czarniawska (2014), the connection of actions into networks requires the 
translation of different actions into others, through for example the explanation of intentions or coordination of 
actions. This process could also include the translation of one type of specialist vocabulary into another, for 
example translating theory into practice. Once the connections between actions have been made connections 
have to be stabilised. Stabilisation requires the work not only of humans but also of objects, which play a key role 
in the stabilisation and maintenance of networks (ibid.).  
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Method	  	  

 

Methodological considerations 

Choice of place – to do a case study 

In order to carry out the aim and answer the research questions an investigation has been be performed through 
a case study research design. The benefit of case studies is that they enable the study of a phenomenon in depth 
and thus allow a profound analysis of complex organisational interconnections. Esaiasson et al. (2007:121) argue 
that most case studies are based on at least two analytical units, which makes comparisons possible. The 
intention of this study has been to study different levels of the municipal administration in order to grasp what is 
happening “along the way”, to understand how the work is organised, and how the implementation of social 
sustainability strategies is realised (or not). It would certainly have been interesting and enriching to do this type 
of study in several municipalities in order to be able to compare the results. That is however not in accordance 
with the intention, which is rather to tell the story about what is occurring in one specific place. The choice of 
the municipality of Huddinge as a case study area is based on several aspects. The thesis is connected to the 
research project Organizing sustainable cities, a project focusing on difficulties of implementing sustainable urban 
development policy carried out at KTH in collaboration with three other universities. The project focuses on 
medium sized cities or municipalities, which brings the first delimitation to the choice of case study area. Before 
making the decision to carry out the case study in Huddinge I was in contact with different municipalities, but 
Huddinge seemed to best suit the purpose of the study. First of all, their policy documents include social 
sustainability strategies, a prerequisite for the possibility to implement ditto. Moreover, they are in the process of 
developing new documents and tools within the area, such as routines for Child Impact Assessments, as well as a 
specific policy document promoting social sustainability. Hence, they are considering the issue to be important 
even if it is a relatively new focus in the municipality. The department of Urban planning was also interested in 
participating in the study since they thought relevant aspects supporting their work possibly could be part of the 
findings. 

What do I want to study & how? 

The aim of the project is to investigate how social sustainability as a policy objective is framed and realised in 
contemporary Swedish municipal urban planning, and what difficulties that might occur in the implementation 
of social strategies. I am interested in grasping the planners' own experiences, how they perceive translation 
processes and how they handle the issue in their everyday practice. According to Van den Broeck (2014:135) 
qualitative methods are suitable in order to get a deeper understanding of different perspectives and experiences, 
about social norms and values, and to uncover meanings in social processes. In order to carry out the study two 
different qualitative methods have been combined. Interviews with public servants at different levels within the 
municipal organisation have been used in order to grasp the experiences of the planners regarding possibilities of 
realising social objectives. As a complement, an analysis of policy documents has demonstrated how social 
sustainability is defined, what goals are set up within the area and what measures and strategies are supposed to 
be used in order to reach there.  

Inspired by the approach of “following the actor” (Latour 2005), I arrived to the municipality of Huddinge with 
open eyes in order to understand what was happening there, at that specific place. Thus, when I first approached 
Huddinge I did not know how different actors were connected to each other, which ones played a more or less 
important role, or how processes of translation were being performed. Czarniawska (2014:58) argues that “if all 
actors are known from the beginning, there is no story to tell”. Hence part of my mission has been to reveal the 
context by finding out what role different actors are playing within the organisation and in the organising of 
social sustainability work. According to Corvellec & Czarniawska (2014) tracking the process of organising 
should be the target within organisational research, which means that organisation is captured at a stage where 
things still need to be done. This can be applied on Huddinge, which is in an early phase of organising the social 
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sustainability work. In the narrative about Huddinge, not only the planners and other public servants are being 
considered as important actors affecting the outcome, but also artefacts such as presentations, maps and 
particularly policy documents, in which I am interested in how they are perceived and used: in what way they are 
guiding actions (or not) in practice. Czarniawska (2014:65) argues that by following different kinds of actors 
through the network other important actors and connections can be discovered. The selection of interviewees 
and policy documents has been informed by this statement. Leaning on to this approach, the identification of 
important actors has been based on their practices and informal roles rather than on a strictly formal order, as 
was presented in Figure 2.  

In line with the argumentation of Aull Davies (2008:70) I do not believe that research can be objective and value 
free, regardless of the type of method being used. Norms and values of the broader societal context within which 
the researcher operates will influence all steps of the research, from the selection of a research topic and problem 
to study to the interpretation of the results and the conclusions. I have chosen this topic because I am interested 
in how planning can contribute to decreasing social inequalities and I want to dig deeper into the dominant 
norms and discourses of the field. However, I do not believe that this means that subjectivity should be 
considered as a problem. The fact that I have a relation to and an opinion about the topic probably means that I 
will engage in the research in a thorough way. And without any relation, I would probably not have chosen the 
topic at all. Another crucial aspect of research, closely connected to the issue of objectivity/subjectivity is 
reflexivity. Aull Davies (2008:3) states that an inherent part of social research is that researchers always are 
connected to their own research, which somehow will influence both the process and the result. The researcher 
can be seen as a co-creator that helps constructing the material, in this case the interview situation, since it is a 
social process. Rather than trying to counteract this, Aull Davies (2008:8) argues that this unavoidable aspect of 
research must be acknowledged and reflected upon. 

What can the result contribute to?  

Validity in research concerns the issue of whether conclusions are legitimate and whether the results are possible 
to generalise to a larger population or to a different context (Esaiasson 2007:64). However, results of qualitative 
research do generally not claim to be representative or universal since individual and specific experiences usually 
are studied. Rather validity is determined by if the results reflect the source and if they increase the understanding 
of a phenomenon (Lantz 2007:14). Generalisability is not a goal of the study; rather I wanted to explore the 
subjective experiences of actors operating in Huddinge in order to understand what is occurring at that specific 
place. I am interested in understanding the process of incorporating 'social sustainability' and social aspects into 
planning practice: to find out how the concept of social sustainability is defined and used and what strategies are 
set up in order to improve social sustainability, to create an understanding of the process of translating the 
strategies into practice, to see what kind of difficulties might be encountered in such process and how 
negotiations and trade-offs between different interests are being dealt with, as well as to grasp how cooperation 
and interaction regarding social sustainability between different levels within the city administration are played 
out. The outcome of urban planning processes is a result of the joint actions of a myriad of involved actors. To 
investigate subjective experiences of the incorporation and implementation of social sustainability issues in 
planning, or in other words experiences of action capacity, will hence contribute to a deeper understanding of 
the prerequisites for reaching objectives in contemporary planning practice.  

 
Analysis of policy documents	  	  

Purpose & realisation 

In line with the argumentation of Loit (2014:34), I regard policy documents as constructed representations 
expressing what kind of development politicians (and planners) wish to see. They are a result of the work at 
different levels within the municipal administration, stating political prioritisations preceding social and physical 
change. They are also a tool guiding decisions and shaping change, and can thus be considered as active parts of 
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that change (ibid.). As a basis for the interviews and the following analysis, an analysis of policy documents has 
been carried out in order to grasp what social sustainability means in a Huddinge context as well as to create an 
overview of Huddinge's objectives within the area of social sustainability and what strategies are supposed to be 
used in order to reach them. The purpose of the document analysis has partly been to become familiar with the 
priorities of the municipality in order to know what specific themes to bring up during the interviews and partly 
to determine whether there is a discrepancy between the policies and the practice and thus unveil what role they 
are playing in municipal processes and in what way they are affecting practice. The documents have been 
collected through searching at the municipality website together with advices from my contacts at the 
municipality. The most important documents have been described in the background section. A complete 
overview of the used documents can be found in the reference list.  

The performance of a qualitative content analysis includes a subjective and systematic reading of the material by 
posing questions to the text and identifying manifested themes, meanings and patterns (Bergström & Boréus 
2005). Thus it implies a profound and thorough interpretation of the material by breaking it down into smaller 
components and organise them into relevant themes (ibid. Esaiasson et al. 2007:238). The analysis consisted of 
three parts. The policy documents have been carefully read in order to explore how the concept of social 
sustainability is defined and how it is filled with content, as well as to determine what objectives and strategies 
related to social sustainability the municipality has established: what goals are set and how are they supposed to 
be reached? In step two the goals and strategies have been organised into different categories in order to create 
an overview (see Appendix 1). The categorisation of the goals and strategies into different themes is based on the 
aspects included the municipality's definition of social sustainability but do not follow the categorisation in the 
municipal documents. The categorisation that has been made is at a more detailed level, and include all aspects 
that can be related to the “social” sphere of urban planning, e.g. related to human life, and is inspired by the 
overview of social sustainability aspects in Table 1 (see Theoretical framework). Aspects that have no connection 
to urban planning have been excluded, such as quality of food in municipal schools, even if this separation is 
hard to make since many issues are interrelated. Thus some aspects of social sustainability that might not be a 
responsibility of the sphere of urban planning might have been included. A problem related to qualitative 
content analysis is that parts of text and quotations are displaced from their original context, which might change 
their meaning (Bryman 2012). This is difficult to avoid completely, but misinterpretations can be avoided by 
being transparent, explaining how the analysis has been made and what sources has been used. The exact source 
of each goal or strategy has however not been accounted for, since most of them recur in several of the policy 
documents.  

 
Interviews with planning actors 

Interviewing as a research method 

As has been stated above, I am interested in the planners' narratives about ongoing occurrences in Huddinge, in 
their own views on their work situation, on how the discussion is going on at the work place, on their perceived 
acting space and on how the municipality is dealing with issues related to social sustainability. According to 
Czarniawska (2014:30), what people present in interviews must be seen as interpretations of the world, and thus 
the interviewees' stories will tell what happened from their point of view. However, these interpretations are 
highly valuable since their interpretations of the world also inform their actions (ibid.). Czarniawska (2014:39) 
suggests that in order to grasp what is happening in an organisation, such as how decision-making is performed, 
it can be beneficial to interview several people about the same topic in order to find common elements in their 
stories, which provides an understanding about the situation beyond the individual. Thus, the individual stories 
of public servants with different roles within the planning sphere of Huddinge municipality will together add up 
to an understanding of the situation. Czarniawska (2014:36) argues for an understanding of interviews as “a site 
of production and distribution of narratives”, where the interviewer is a co-creator of the outcome. In this sense 
both the interviewer and the interviewee are involved in developing an understanding and exploring the topic 
(Aull Davies 2008:108).  
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The interview form that has been used is semi-structured interviews, a method that allows an understanding of 
the interviewees own perspectives and experiences (Bryman 2012:470). Aull Davies (2008:106) states that the 
semi-structured interview is a special arrangement, “set off in time and space as something different from usual 
social interaction”, as opposed to the unstructured interview that “just happens”. Thus, the semi-structured 
interview is a conversation, but a particular type of organised conversation. An advantage comparing to 
structured interviews is that the semi-structured interview opens up for the possibility to follow up on interesting 
replies (Bryman 2012:470). For the semi-structured interview the interviewer usually prepare some kind of 
interview guide, a kind of manuscript guiding the interaction during the interview. The interview guide that was 
used included a number of topics of conversation, organised under the following themes: Social sustainability in 
urban planning, Strategies and the translation of strategies, Obstacles and goal conflicts, as well as Cooperation and communication 
within the municipality. The themes were formulated based on the research questions and the general focus of the 
study. The interview guide also included some specific questions related to each theme. Depending on which 
direction the conversations took, the questions posed however changed during the interviews since new topics 
were brought up by the interviewees (Aull Davies 2008:106). 

Selection of interviewees 

In order to obtain a comprehensive picture of the planning for social sustainability in Huddinge I have 
interviewed actors at different levels in the municipality, working both at a strategic level with developing 
strategies and at a level where the strategies are implemented. The actors are however all connected to social 
sustainability work within urban planning. The choice to interview urban planning actors is based on the 
assumption of their insight and knowledge about the subject. The selection of interviewees was made through 
the so called “snowball effect” (Esaiasson et al. 2007:216). With the help of my initial contact at the municipality 
I was guided to additional people that would be relevant to interview. Interviewees have furthermore been 
contacted on advice from other interviewees due to their engagement in or experience of the topic, or their 
important role in the organisation of social sustainability work (Esaiasson et al. 2007:293). For example the 
interviewee from the Land and exploitation section was contacted since their work was brought up as an 
important issue by many of the interviewees.  

There is no correct number of interviews for a study. Esaiasson et al. (2007:292) however argue that interviews 
should proceed until a “theoretical saturation” has been met, which I have tried to do by reaching out to all 
individuals or roles being regarded as important by me as well as by the other interviewees. In total I have 
conducted eight interviews á one hour. Apart from the interviews I have used participatory observation. I 
attended a meeting with actors involved in a project around social sustainability within the Södertörn 
collaboration where I listened to the conversation rather than taking active part in shaping it. The project is 
called Södertörnsmodellen, and is a collaboration project within sustainable urban development between the 
Södertörn municipalities, the private sector and academia (Södertörnsmodellen.se 2015). The project group includes 
planners and strategists from another Södertörn municipality, Haninge, as well as representatives from 
consultancy firms and academia. The material from the participatory observation is accounted for as field notes 
in the analysis. My understanding of the situation is also informed by conversations with the interviewees 
external to the interview situation as well as informal email conversations. For an overview of the involved actors 
see Table 2 in the Introduction.  

Ethical considerations 

A crucial aspect of interviewing is informed consent, the fact that the interviewees must give their consent to 
participate and be informed about the purpose of the study as well as what the results will be used for 
(Vetenskapsrådet 2002). The researcher has a responsibility to explain what the research is about in a meaningful 
way that makes the participants understand what the study is about (Aull Davies 2008:54). In this case, since the 
interviewees are municipal employees working within the field of urban planning related to social sustainability 
and I am an urban planning student, it can be assumed that we at least partly share the same terminology and 
thus that it will be possible for me to make the interviewees understand the context and the purpose of the 
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study. Another issue that might occur is that an open research design might make it hard for the researcher to 
explain to the participants exactly what is being studied; not knowing beforehand exactly what will be of 
importance. The interviewees were informed that their narratives would form the result, since research is “a 
process of discovery” (Aull Davies 2008:55). However, the study is still framed within a specific field which was 
guiding the narration of the interviewees. Aull Davies (2008:58) argues that a careful consideration of how the 
topic of research is to be presented to the participants is needed, since there is a risk that they think they have to 
provide the “correct” answers. In order to avoid this, I tried to emphasise that I was interested in their personal 
experiences and what they find relevant.  

According to Aull Davies (2008:60) it is important to be realistic about the possibilities to protect anonymity of 
the participants. Since the study is a case study of one municipality where employees within a specific sector will 
be interviewed, it might be possible to trace the interviewees in the report. Thus, the interviewees were informed 
that their names would not be published in the report, but that absolute anonymity cannot be guaranteed. There 
is a risk that this might have influenced the result of the study since the interviewees might hesitate to share 
sensitive information. Furthermore, recording of interviews can be a sensitive issue. The presence of a recording 
machine can affect the responses since it might make the interviewee self-conscious (Bryman 2012:483). 
However, in order to capture everything the interviewees say and to not completely rely on field notes this is still 
the best option. The interviewees were asked beforehand whether they accepted recording, something they all 
agreed on.  

The interview situation 

The interviews were all conducted in a place chosen by the interviewee, either in their office or in a meeting 
room at their department. This choice was made in order to make the interviewees feel comfortable and for me 
to get an idea of the place where the processes I am studying are performed. The interviews started with me 
telling the interviewees a little bit about myself, the purpose of the study and the actual interview, as well as 
informing them about anonymity issues. The interviewees gave their consent to participate before the interview 
started with a number of opening questions about the interviewees background and role at the work place, in 
order to create a relaxed atmosphere (Lantz 2007:58). This kind of background information can also be 
important for contextualizing the answers and stories told during the interview (Bryman 2012:473).  

The interviews then proceeded with me asking an open question about how the municipality is planning for 
social sustainability, and depending on the answer and the role of the interviewee I asked different follow-up 
questions on the same theme. Before conducting the interviews I thought a lot about how to ask “the right 
questions”. By that I am referring to questions not being too complicated to answer, questions that would inspire 
the interviewees to talk about the subject and their experiences. I tried to pose short and simple questions that 
would help answering the research questions without being too narrow or specific (Kvale 1997:123, Bryman 
2012:473). I found the following quote helpful in order to further guide my way of posing questions: “[t]he 
researcher plays the role of a foreigner or a visitor from another planet, and the practitioners agree to explain 
their behaviour as if it were not routine of common sense” (Czarniawska 2014:33). I tried to put my 
preconceptions about the subject aside (even if they still of course informed my questions) and not assume that 
we shared the same perspectives. Thus I asked for explanations of particular terms and tried not to take the 
meaning of statements for granted. This process of de-familiarisation can, according to Aull Davies (2008:120), 
help to make a broader context visible. 

Since I wanted to be open to the stories of the interviewees and how they framed specific events or issues, I did 
not stick strictly to the themes and questions included in the interview guide, and I adjusted the questions 
depending on the role of the interviewee, as suggested by Bryman (2012:471). Since I did not know exactly what 
was to be seen as important I tried to be observant to what the interviewees mentioned as important aspects, ask 
follow-up questions on their comments and statements and in that way letting them guide the conversations. 
Moreover I tried to make the interviewees relate to specific events in order to make the conversation more 
tangible. I also posed questions of different character, where some were more focused on description of the 
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interviewees' work and other more directed at discussion and reflection about the broader context. I concluded 
the interviews by asking the interviewees if they had something they wanted to add and told them that they were 
welcome to contact me if they came up with questions about the project at a later stage. The interview situation 
is an exchange influenced by several factors, of which power relations related to aspects such as class, age or 
gender might create an unequal relationship between the participants in an interview situation (Aull Davies 
2008:110). This means that the relationship between the participants and how it might affect the interaction 
always should be problematised. My experience of the interview situations is that they functioned very well, the 
conversations were open, informative and dynamic and the interviewees were given the opportunity to affect the 
focus and direction of the interviews, while at the same time I was guiding the conversation by returning to the 
themes I had planned to talk about. In that way we were co-creating the interview situation and were both 
involved in shaping the conversation and thus also the result. 

Analysis of the material: from speech to text 

The analysis of data is according to Aull Davies (2008:232) a process of creating something that never existed 
before. Thus, the analysis is not only the re-creation of experiences but also a transformation of the material 
where selectivity and the interpretation of the researcher are important components. The analysis of the 
interviews started with transcription, a very time consuming but yet important task. Czarniawska (2014:41) 
argues that transcription is a step of translation that is only a partial representation of what “actually happened”. 
Thus, transcription must be an informed process where selectivity is accounted for (Aull Davies 2008:127). 
When transcribing the interviews I tried to be as transparent as possible by including everything that was said 
including communication without words, such as laughter. I also wrote down what was happening at the 
moment, if the interviewee showed me a document or power point-presentation, or if we looked at a map 
together. The transcription process can be considered an important part of the analysis, where I got familiar with 
the material, briefly categorised it and connected the different stories of the interviewees to each other by taking 
notes separated from the transcription documents. This process however started already in connection to the 
interviews, when I afterwards wrote down thoughts and connections that could be important for the analysis. 

As was stated in the section on methodological considerations, it is unavoidable that the analysis is affected by 
my preconceptions and that another researcher probably would make a different interpretation of the material. 
Certainly, the interpretation will be determined by what questions are posed to the material but I would also 
argue, in line with Kvale (1997:189), that there is no correct and objective interpretation of a material. Rather I 
have adopted a reflexive approach during the analysis process, where my preconceptions are essential for 
understanding the material. Furthermore, Kvale (1997:189) points out the importance of transparency in the 
process of the analysis, in order to make the reader understand how it is made. The continuation of the analysis 
of the transcribed interviews contained the following steps: reading through the material in order to get a 
comprehensive picture and mark interesting parts in the text followed by a more profound reading where an 
organisation of the material by developing a set of categories for “labelling chunks of data” was made (Aull 
Davies 2008:234). This helped me to think about the material in a systematic way. The classifications were made 
in relation to the themes of the interview guide, to the theoretical framework and to the content of the interview 
material itself. Some were formulated in advance and others appeared during the transcription and while reading 
through the material, due to being frequently recurring themes. The material was concentrated in order to 
differentiate between essentials and non-essentials, a technique where long sentences are re-formulated without 
losing the meaning (Esaiasson et al. 2007:305, Kvale 1997:174). When the material from all interviews were 
concentrated and collected in one document the categories were refined and subheadings were created. After 
printing the material a number of closer readings were made in order to identify patterns, similarities and 
contradictions, collect and write down the findings as well as connect them to theory and previous research.  

The analysis was made manually. Aull Davies (2008:246) points out the benefits of using computer programmes 
in the analysis of large sets of data, but is also stressing that it includes a risk of a shallow understanding of the 
data, and that the main part of the analysis is taking place inside the researcher's head during the entire process of 
research. The result of the interviews is presented in the report as running text and quotes together with the 
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analysis. Some of the quotes have been condensed and irrelevant parts have been erased in order to make them 
more understandable for the reader (Kvale 1997). In the text the interviewees are entitled “Interviewee X”, since 
I did not find it relevant to focus on individual statements. Rather the aim has been to tell a story as a product of 
the joint individual stories. However, in some cases the role of the individual has been important for the 
narrative. In that case the professional role of the interviewee has been noted. The final product cannot be seen 
as an “imitation of social reality” (Aull Davies 2008:255). Writing a report is an “exercise of selectivity” where I 
have formulated and written up other people's experiences, and what is accounted for is my interpretation of the 
interviewees' stories (Aull Davies 2008:256). Thus, the final product can be seen as a mediation between the 
experienced reality of the interviewees, my interpretation and the reader.  
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Planning for social sustainability in Huddinge 
 

Social sustainability as a policy objective 

What the concept becomes in Huddinge 

This chapter includes the result of the study together with the analysis in relation to the previous research and 
the theoretical framework. The chapter is divided into three sections, where the first two concern the 
introduction and definition of the concept social sustainability in the municipality as well as how the work is 
organised and how the concept is translated into practice. The sections seek to answer the first research question. 
The third section accounts for the obstacles and goal conflicts encountered in the implementation process, and 
seeks to answer the second research question. The difficulties that was unveiled has been organised into five 
different categories. 

The municipality of Huddinge uses the Bruntland definition of sustainable development: “a development which 
meets the needs of current generations without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs” (Huddinge Kommun 2014b:13). It is stated that a sustainable society must consider social, economic and 
ecological aspects in planning, decision-making and implementation (Huddinge Kommun 2015a:6). In the 
strategic documents social sustainability is defined in terms of equity, human rights, well-being, gender equality, 
elimination of discrimination and access to welfare (see Table 2). However, it is also articulated that it is not 
uncomplicated to define what social sustainability means in practice, but that it can be defined through the use of 
indicators measuring for example well-being (Huddinge Kommun 2014b:13). It is expressed that the relation 
between the different sustainability dimensions can create both synergy effects and goal conflicts, such as 
positive relations between for example education and economic growth as well as conflicts between economic 
growth and the ecosystem, however without further specifying what kind of goal conflicts and how they should 
be handled (ibid.). 

 

Table 2. Definition(s) of social sustainability  in Huddinge  

Equal and good living conditions 
Environments for everyone – regardless of socio-economic background, gender, ethnicity, age, disabilities, 
sexual orientation or religion  
Access to welfare for everyone, in terms of education, work, housing, health care and possibilities to 
participate in culture and civic life.  
Improve life chances for all individuals and remove barriers and kinds of discrimination 
Gender equality 
Equity 
Human rights 
Power 
Prosperity 
Well-being 

     Source: Huddinge Kommun 2015a, Huddinge Kommun 2014a, author’s elaboration 

 
According to the interviewees the concept of social sustainability was introduced in the municipality around 
2008-2010, when the development of a comprehensive municipal sustainability document started. One of the 
strategists mentions that it has replaced other concepts “with the same umbrella function”. Several of the 
interviewees express that there is no agreed upon definition of what the concept of social sustainability actually 
means, neither in the municipality nor in society in general. However there is no consensus around whether this 
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is positive or negative. One of the interviewees points out that it is beneficial since the concept then has the 
possibility to function as a common term that people working in different spheres of the municipality can 
understand, relate to and fill with meaning, in contrast to earlier used terms such as public health (folkhälsa), 
which was not used and understood in all parts of the municipal administration. The same person states that 
another benefit with an open definition of the concept is that it remains even if the politics changes direction:  

As public servants we have to relate to politics where power relations are changing, and then it is not 
necessarily bad with a fuzzy concept since we can continue with new directions within the same concept, 
rather than changing the concept and the strategic areas and everything. 

   (Interviewee 1) 

However, the open definition of the concept is stressed by other interviewees as problematic, since a too general 
definition makes it hard to translate into practice and creates the risk that the concept might lose its meaning, 
since it can mean everything and nothing. One interviewee emphasises that due to the broad definition it 
becomes up to the public servants to define what it means in their daily work. Another interviewee recognises 
the same issue, stating that the interpretation of what social sustainability means might be different in different 
spheres of the administration, why a common policy document on social sustainability would facilitate the work: 

Many people equate social sustainability and citizen dialogue, for example. They think that, as long as we 
have a dialogue we have met the criteria. What we will try to do is to reach a common picture of what we 
actually mean. And we do not know that yet.  

(Interviewee 2) 

In contrast to the interviewee considering the vagueness as beneficial, it is here expressed that it is important to 
reach a common definition of the meaning of the concept and what it means for urban planning in order to 
prevent disassociated interpretations depending on who is using it and who is making the decision. A more 
explicit political steering is requested by some of the interviewees, in order to prevent arbitrary definitions. Thus, 
the inherent vagueness of the concept is perceived as both an asset and a problem. The open definition opens up 
for local interpretations and prioritisations, which is necessary in order to adjust measures to the local context 
(Dempsey et al. 2011, Weingaertner & Moberg 2014). On the other hand, as argued by Boström (2012), the open 
definition might allow promotion of sustainability without any substantial result. Brorström (2015) argues that 
abstract and vague definitions might enable political consensus around certain policy issues, which is also 
emphasised by one of the interviewees as a positive aspect in the case of Huddinge. However, political consensus 
might prevent a political debate around what for example 'equity' or 'environments for everyone' actually means 
in the local context. In order to be a “potential site for politics” (Davidson 2009), social sustainability has to be a 
political matter encouraging debate around conflicting interests. If not there is a risk that the concept becomes 
diluted and loses its meaning, as was brought up by the interviewees.  

Goals & prioritised areas  

The social sustainability goals are related to the municipal definition(s) of social sustainability, and include 
objectives like social cohesion, to equalise differences between different parts of the municipality, to meet 
different needs of housing, to encourage integration and decrease segregation, to create different kinds of 
workplaces for a diverse population as well as participation and influence. Moreover, goals like decreased feelings 
of insecurity, to create vital local centres, to secure access to public service, to decrease barrier effects and to 
create accessible meeting places and green spaces can be related to the social agenda of the municipality. The 
means and strategies in order to reach these goals include both substantial aspects such as creating mixed forms 
of tenure, create small rental apartments with reasonable rent directed at students and young people, mix of 
functions in neighbourhoods and local centres, physical and social measures directed at deprived areas as well as 
procedural aspects in terms of for example applying a perspective of gender equality in planning and dialogue 
processes including children, young people and people that normally do not take part in dialogue events. 
Furthermore the goals will be fulfilled by e.g. considering the need of public services early in the planning 
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process, the creation of flexible public facilities, connecting isolated areas physically, create a variety of accessible 
meeting places of different character as well as accessible parks and green spaces including different activities. 
The social strategies presented in the policy documents contain both substantial and procedural aspects, and are 
do to a great extent correspond to the aspects emphasised in theory (see Table 1). Mainly the goals and strategies 
that are related to the analysis are presented in this section; see Appendix 1 for complete overview of the 
municipality's goals and strategies.  

To a great extent the interviewees emphasise the same goals and strategies as important as in the strategic 
documents, even if not all areas are mentioned during the interviews. This might be due to the fact that several 
of the interviewees have been part of developing the strategies. Equality, good and accessible living 
environments and access to public transport are seen as prioritised goals by the majority of the interviewees. 
Equality is defined as equal living conditions and life chances as well as equal access to service. To counteract 
discrimination and to adopt a norm critical approach are seen as additional important strategies in order to reach 
the goal, and also to decrease differences between the different areas of the municipality is stressed as important 
by all the interviewees. This is supposed to be done by efforts targeted at certain areas, such as improving 
outdoor environments and through awareness of how the municipality communicates about these areas in order 
to emphases positive aspects: 

Social sustainability is a prioritised area, especially in Flemingsberg, Vårby Gård and Skogås, where 
unemployment rates are high. We have got [political] directions to address the issue in those areas. We are 
trying to find core spots in each area that can contribute to increase the status of the area. If you for example 
are satisfied with the local square or a nice park, then your entire perception of the area will be improved. 

(Interviewee 6) 

However, the approach to this kind of efforts is ambiguous; one interviewee expresses ambivalence towards 
pointing out certain areas as problematic since this might contribute to further stigmatisation of those areas. 
Another prioritised area brought up by almost all the interviewees is participation and influence. The goal is to 
include the public in decision-making processes in order to democratise planning and let the residents influence 
what is being built and how in their local area. In this process targeting certain groups, such as children, is 
pointed out as crucial by several of the interviewees and there is a political decision that Child Impact 
Assessments should precede all detailed plans. However, the approach to this measure is also ambiguous, one 
interviewee strongly believes that participation processes contribute to the strengthening of democracy while 
another is critical to the fact that dialogues are too controlled by the municipality and that the participants usually 
are restricted to make choices between alternatives defined on beforehand by the municipality: 

There are normally some things that appear in dialogues: safety, good walking and bike paths, proximity to 
public transport. But it depends on how you pose the questions, the possible alternatives and opinions are 
delimited. We had this exercise where the participants were supposed to choose between 15 important things 
and place them on a map. Of course that is restrained; we had chosen the 15 things. But they thought it was 
a fun exercise. 

(Interviewee 2) 

One interviewee views the creation of good housing environments and housing for everyone as the foundation 
for social sustainability, and several of the interviewees mention mixed forms of tenure as one of the most 
prioritised strategies in planning, which is supposed to lead to a mixed composition of population as well as 
increased possibilities for people to stay in an area even if their priorities and life circumstances change. The 
political priority of increasing the construction of housing in the municipality is on the one hand seen as a chance 
to improve housing conditions and to add the types of tenure “missing” in certain areas, and on the other hand 
seen as a risk that qualitative aspects will be disregarded when a lot will be built during a short time perspective. 
To do it in the “right” way is highlighted by several of the interviewees, even if it is not specified what is meant 
by right. In order to create good living environments, safety, public space and meeting places accessible for 
different groups and accessibility to public and commercial service as well as public transport are pointed out as 
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important factors. One interviewee states that: 

We want to create residential areas where people want to live. To achieve that, we need mixed types of 
housing in order to make it possible to stay in the same residential area during different phases of your life. 
That includes different forms of tenure, sizes, standards and prices, but also good service, schools and 
preschools and clean, safe and nice environments. 

(Interviewee 3) 

Many of the strategies set in order to reach the goals are rather vague and imprecise. This can be connected to 
the criticism by Gustavsson & Elander (2013) of unspecific strategies in Swedish municipal planning projects. In 
the strategic documents of Huddinge the goals and how they should be achieved are stated, however in very 
general terms. For example, to create mixed forms of tenure is a strategy mentioned in the majority of the 
strategic documents, however there are no goals set about the share of each tenure form in an area, which means 
that there are no guidelines to relate to in planning projects and when signing land allocation agreements with 
developers. Another example is the case of accessible public meeting places, it is not specified how the meeting 
places are supposed to appeal to everyone and make different groups feel welcome. Regardless of the unspecified 
strategies, the public servants seem to have a clear idea of what they think is needed in order to improve social 
sustainability within the local context. What they focus on do to some extend differ depending on the focus of 
their work assignments, the landscape architect for example focuses on equal and accessible parks and public 
space as a crucial issue, even if they have a shared perception about several topics. They also seem to prioritise 
certain issues among the vast amount of strategies. Albrechts (2004) highlights prioritisation as a necessary part 
of strategy-making. To some extend prioritisation has already been made in the development of the strategies, 
but further prioritisation is probably needed since it might not be possible to take all strategies into account in 
each single project. The issues addressed are then an outcome of a combination of political directives and the 
prioritisation of the public servants. As Kornberger (2012) argues, strategies frame the conversation within one 
“master narrative”. The inclusion of certain issues in the strategic documents opens up for intervention, but it 
also means that others are left off the agenda.  

 
Organisation & translation 

Organising social sustainability work 

Recently, several re-organisations has been made at the municipality in order to improve and clarify the political 
steering of the sustainability work, which is due to a political will of working more coherently with strategic 
issues as well as to manage the increased construction of housing. The department of urban planning is today 
placed directly below the Municipal executive board. The social sustainability work is however still “under 
construction” and according to one of the interviewees it is not yet clear how social sustainability should be 
incorporated in the urban planning process. The initiative about clarifying how this should be done has been 
coming from below rather than as a top-down initiative from the politicians, since the employees has identified 
the need in order to be able to make the social perspective “infuse the planning processes”, according to several 
of the interviewees. Roles and ways for communication and collaboration between different parts of the 
administration are not fully established. There is a sustainability team at the administration of the municipal 
executive board dealing with issues of democracy and equality at an overall level in the municipality, but until 
recently the employee responsible for social sustainability issues within urban planning has not been involved. 
One interviewee expresses that it is not clear how their different parts should be connected to each other, but 
that they can learn from the work in other cities: “I think that we will have to glance at Stockholm and the 
Commission for social sustainability to see how they are organised and how they have done it” (Interviewee 2).  

Since around 2010 sustainability targets are incorporated in the ordinary budget document. One example of how 
this is done is what in the municipality is called “equal governing” (jämlik styrning), where statistics related to all 
municipal goals should be measured in terms of gender, age and housing area, in order to reveal differences 
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related to those categories. One interviewee explains that before the issue was treated in a separate document 
with separated political steering and evaluation, but that the implementation and follow up of social sustainability 
issues within the ordinary work of the different spheres of the municipality has shown to be more efficient, even 
if it is complicated and takes time before it takes effect. The same interviewee says that:  

If you develop a social sustainability program with five goal areas and a lot of indicators and separate 
monitoring, it is very clear because then you can say that we have evaluated this. But research and my own 
experience say that it only leads to some kind of therapeutic work, because not so many politicians actually 
read those separate documents. They are not even accounted for. Usually they are put in some folder in a 
computer.  

(Interviewee 1) 

In line with the argumentation above, another interviewee emphasises the importance of incorporating the social 
sustainability issues in planning processes in the form of for example check-lists:  

 

I am going on about this planning process, but otherwise they [the social aspects] will be left off the agenda. 
We should not develop things that are dependent on individuals. […] It should be like 'click', and there is a 
check-list. It has to be mandatory. 

(Interviewee 7) 

Incorporation of the issues in regular process is here seen as crucial in order not to create parallel processes 
dependent on individuals and thus lose focus on the objectives. The view on strategic documents dealing with a 
specific issue as inefficient is however not shared by all interviewees. There are plans to develop a separate social 
sustainability document in order to function as an intermediate between the comprehensive plan and the 
planning practice, and there is one strategist in charge of developing tools and work procedures for dealing with 
social sustainability issues in planning.  

Goals and prioritised areas for social sustainability are presumed to be politically established, and implemented 
by the public servants. This distribution of roles however seem to be unclear, just as in the case of initiating the 
process of making the social perspective more prominent in the planning process, as discussed above. Both at a 
strategic level and within detailed planning processes the civil servants are able to affect priorities and outcome 
by “sending signals” to the politicians about what kind of issues should be concentrated on, or by rephrasing the 
task or order: 

It is quite common that we get the task to build housing and we rephrase it to build housing and a park. Or if 
it is something we cannot take care of we can describe it and suggest that it is included somewhere else. Then 
we present it to the politicians and it might result in a request somewhere else in the municipality.  

(Interviewee 6) 

Thus, it is not completely obvious that the politicians are the ones sending the directives about prioritisations in 
different projects. This might be due to the public servants role as experts within their area. They often have a 
deeper knowledge about what measures lead to desired results, and furthermore have been given the task of 
external monitoring. The matter can be related to how Barrett (2004) refers to implementation as a continuum of 
policy-making. The way the public servants re-negotiate an assignment in order to make it correspond more 
adequately to the municipal objectives can be regarded as a micro-political process contributing to shape the 
outcome of public policy.  

The municipal housing company Huge is an actor in the network attempting to improve the social sustainability 
in Huddinge. According to the interviewee representing Huge they are in the process of developing internal 
guidelines regarding social sustainability, a work that recently has started. Together with the municipality they 
have initiated a process of harmonising the work of Huge with the municipal objectives. The guidelines Huge 
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has to relate to today consist of the owner directives, which include a few lines regarding social sustainability, 
posed in very general terms: Huge is supposed to contribute to fulfilling the strategy of mixed forms of tenure in 
the municipality and to actively counteract residential segregation (Huddinge Kommun 2011). Huge is striving 
towards the realisation of this, both through adding rental apartments in areas where those are under-represented 
and through improving for example service and outdoor environments in areas where they possess a large 
dwelling stock. It is however seen as complicated to realise housing projects: 

It is often hard for us to realise the residential projects we want to do. We are competing at the same terms as 
companies that build and sell apartments. That makes it difficult for us to find the economic incentives that 
we need in order to build. 

(Interviewee 3) 

One issue affecting this can be the 2011 legislation, forcing public housing companies to act on “business like” 
principles (SABO 2015), restricting the capacity for Huge to pay regard to social aspects in their work. The 
interviewee describes it as a great challenge to continue the work of e.g. developing the local centres, an issue 
seen as extremely important for the social life in an area due to the requirements on profitability. Furthermore, it 
appears unclear what role the municipality wants Huge to play, even if this is currently under investigation by the 
municipality. During the recent years they have mainly been encouraged to produce social properties like 
schools. According to another interviewee, there has been an “obsolete attitude” that Huge's role should be to 
assist the municipality with certain things, such as providing social properties (Interviewee 8). Social properties 
are of course necessary for the municipality and has to be produced by someone, however, the described attitude 
might have prevented the possibility for Huge to be an important actor in the development of housing areas and 
play a more active role in the construction of housing.  

Another part in the organisation of social sustainability work, oriented at increasing the knowledge about how 
social sustainability can be incorporated in urban planning processes is the municipality's participation in 
Södertörnsmodellen. Huddinge is involved in a partial project with the purpose of developing methods for citizen 
participation and a model for analysing social impacts in planning, stressed as very important for the future social 
sustainability work in Huddinge by the participating interviewee. According to the project members the product 
delivery was not defined in advance, but had to be developed during the project according to the needs of the 
participating municipalities. I attended a meeting with the project group where the deliverance of the result was 
discussed. So far two different kinds of check-lists or frameworks for how to consider social aspects in planning 
had been developed. They resembled each other but since they were developed by different participants 
distinctive concepts were used, and one dilemma was to make them correspond to each other. Another purpose 
was to develop some kind of indicators for social sustainability, which is seen as a complex issue by the 
participants: 

The project has been going on for around two years but it is still unclear what it is supposed to deliver in 
terms of concrete tools, and the participants seems confused about the results they had produced so far. “We 
have not managed to develop indicators during these two years” one of them says. Deadline is approaching 
but the discussion is still centred on whether it is even possible to develop general indicators for social 
sustainability or if it is too specific and context dependent, and that local indicators must be developed within 
each planning project. “Do we even know the effects of the measures we are proposing” one participant asks. 

(Field notes 2016-03-23) 

The discussion was centred on mixed forms of tenure as a general recipe for improving social sustainability in 
urban areas. The participants state that research show diverse results regarding its efficiency as a measure, and 
thus hesitate whether it is appropriate to form an indicator around the issue. The participant from Huddinge 
went into the project hoping for concrete indicators to use in planning processes as an outcome, and the 
frustration is obvious when the other participants starts to question that possibility. The proximity to the 
deadline makes the participants focus on the delivery of a result rather than its relevance for the future work in 
the municipalities. The group decides to, apart from continuing with the check-lists, to develop a 'dictionary' – a 
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list of important concepts related to social sustainability in order to confirm their meaning, as well as a narrative 
of their journey and what difficulties they have encountered, as part of their result. The insecurity around how to 
approach the issue can be seen as an expression of its (perceived) complexity, also prominent in the survey of the 
field – there is a great uncertainty around how the issue of social sustainability should be incorporated into 
planning and translated into practice, particularly related to the insecurity about the outcome of proposed 
measures (Gustavsson & Elander 2013, Vifell & Soneryd 2012).  

In the mapping of involved actors and efforts related to the organisation of social sustainability work in 
Huddinge preconceptions have been avoided in order to let the actors reveal the context, by asking “how do 
things happen?” (Bender 2010). The way the social sustainability work is organised in Huddinge appears to be 
through a loosely connected network of different actors, where some connections and ways of communication 
are stronger than others. Heterogeneous actors, including both human and non-human ones, whose role will be 
closer examined in the next section, within and outside the municipality, are taking part in affecting the outcome, 
but with different focus depending on their position in the municipal organisation. This diverse network can be 
understood as a “socio-technical assemblage” (Rydin 2014, Farías 2011). Significant efforts to 'make sense' of the 
social objectives and strategies in order to enable implementation and make the strategies infuse the planning 
process are being done, as translation processes in order to allow “stabilisation of the network”: through 
discussions, exchange of knowledge and the production of check-lists and other tools (Corvellec & Czarniawska 
2014).   

Concretising social sustainability work 

Strategic documents and guidelines at different levels play an important but ambiguous role in the concretisation 
of social sustainability work in Huddinge. Within urban planning the comprehensive plan and other strategic 
documents are supposed to guide the development and thus the framing of specific projects, but how the 
planners relate to strategies in the comprehensive documents differs. One interviewee states that “the 
comprehensive plan is our bible that we read every day. In every project we describe how it relates to the 
comprehensive plan and what we strive for” (Interviewee 5). However, the same interviewee also says that since 
its content is at a very comprehensive level, concretisation of the strategies might differ in each project. Another 
interviewee says that “I would not say that I am aware of the comprehensive strategies, but somehow they trickle 
down to my level”, and identifies a gap between the strategies and the planning practice: “maybe there are too 
many strategies. Maybe they should be a bit clearer” (Interviewee 4). One strategist emphasises the difficulties of 
making the strategies trickle down to the daily work within the municipal administration, but believes that the 
strategic document focusing specifically on social sustainability, which was been discussed above, will facilitate 
the translation: 

The idea is to develop this strategic document for social sustainability which will be the link between the 
comprehensive plan and the practice. But it is hard to make the strategies infuse the activities. There are 
many strategic documents already that talk about this, but it is hard to bring it down to a tangible level and 
make all parts of the administration and all public servants understand what it actually means. 

(Interviewee 2) 

The interviewee believes that the work has changed at a strategical level since the concept of social sustainability 
was introduced, but doubts that the strategies have any direct impact on planning practice, stating that making 
them infuse practice will be the “next step”. Hence, there is no clear answer on the question about how strategic 
documents inform planning practice and how they affect the outcome of planning processes. Some of the 
interviewees express the need of concretisation of the comprehensive strategies, which they consider would 
facilitate their work.  

Something that however is emphasised by the planners is the importance of developing tools or methods in 
order to facilitate implementation of the strategies, rather than another strategic document. The social 
sustainability work that has been done within the area of urban planning is described as “ad hoc” or according to 
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“own references” since it has not been described how the issue should be handled. At the Planning section an 
internal template for what to include in each project has been developed, where social sustainability issues are 
included in terms of for example the design of public space in order to create diverse and safe environments. 
Furthermore check-lists for performing Child Impact Assessments have been generated in collaboration with the 
Road and traffic section.  

The view on what is needed in order to facilitate implementation is not shared by the interviewees, some request 
more concrete strategic documents while others point out tools in the form of for example check-lists as 
essential. However, breaking down comprehensive strategies into more concrete measures and to develop check-
lists in order to be able to implement comprehensive strategies is something that already is being done, partly 
outside the sphere of development of formal strategic documents. Hence, in accordance with the argumentation 
of Healey (2009) it can be said that through the agency of the involved actors, informal relations and practices 
are feeding in to and affecting the outcome of formal processes. The informal practices are to some extent 
dependent on individuals and not part of a routine, and even if formal processes do exist informal initiatives 
seem to be a significant part of the social sustainability work.  

As mentioned in the previous paragraph, several practical tools or methods for creating routines for how social 
aspects should be incorporated in planning processes are under development in Huddinge. Child Impact 
Assessments (CIA) and Social Impact Assessments (SIA) are two methods that recently have been introduced in 
the municipality in order to assess the consequences of new development for different groups. CIA:s are 
supposed to be performed according to a political decision, particularly in plans where children are affected by 
the result, such as those including schools or preschools. This is however not only a task related to urban 
planning, also other administrative units will be involved, such as the Administration for children and youth. 
According to one interviewee a check-list has been developed at the Planning section and a more formal tool is 
under development, inspired by material collected from other municipalities. It is however stressed by several of 
the interviewees that this work has been dependent on certain individuals particularly interested in the issue, 
something that will be further discussed below. Several of the interviewees mention SIA:s as something that is 
currently being used in planning processes, but are later hesitating whether any SIA has actually been done or 
whether only plans to carry out such exist. One interviewee says that the performance of SIA:s are supposed to 
be standardised and included in all land allocation agreements, if it is decided that an SIA is essential for a project 
it should be funded by the developer but performed by the municipality or a consultancy firm. In practice 
however, the same interviewee later finds out, by asking around at the department, that the only SIA that has 
been carried out is one related to the planned tram project Spårväg Syd.   

Procedural aspects of social sustainability, such as methods for the democratisation of planning are pointed out 
as important by several of the interviewees. In practice, the routines for this appear ambitious but ambiguous. 
One of the strategists emphasises the role of the section for Quality and projects in supporting the planners in 
this task, which mainly has been done by developing a handbook for participation in order to increase the 
knowledge about different participation methods. The handbook is however not at all mentioned by the planners 
working with these aspects. Some projects have been preceded by thorough dialogue processes, such as focus 
groups including young girls in order to create activity areas appealing to the target group, after realising that 
soccer fields mainly attracting boys habitually were created. Another example is a project related to the work with 
CIA in the development of Flemingsberg, where one planner realised a collaboration with a school class 
including area walks, discussions about the history of the area and exercises where the children got to draw their 
ways to school and the school-yard of their dreams, with the purpose of feeding in to the development of new 
schools as well as the area in general. This was according to the interviewee a pilot project with the purpose of 
trying out methods for CIA:s – “you cannot do like that in all projects, but the ambition is to do something like 
that maybe once a year” (Interviewee 6). The possibilities for public influence in other projects are rather related 
to choosing between different alternatives: 
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We made a project in Visätra where we were to redesign a public square. We developed three different 
proposals that people could vote between on the municipality's homepage. A lot is web based, but we also 
try to be present at the site in order to engage people. 

(Interviewee 4) 

The same interviewee states that the fact that certain groups are a lot easier to reach out to and make participate 
is problematic. In socio-economically strong areas the inhabitants are much more used to enter the municipality 
web page in order to share their opinions, whereas in areas with a socio-economically weak population it can be 
extremely hard to make people participate, something that they try to counteract by “catching people in the area 
and enforce their opinions” (Interviewee 4). Both interviewees working extensively with participation and 
dialogue emphasise the importance of being clear about the degree of influence in dialogue processes, if the 
purpose is to inform the participants about what is going to occur in the area or if they actually can affect the 
result. Furthermore, particularly when working with children, it is seen as important to make clear that many 
different people will have their say and that the planners therefore cannot promise that their wishes will influence 
the result.  

The strategy of creating mixed housing is emphasised as extremely important and seen as one of the main 
priorities in new development by the majority of the interviewees. The idea is to build rental apartments in areas 
dominated by condominiums and vice versa, but there are no official guidelines regarding the distribution of 
different forms of tenure in an area, rather it is decided from case to case. In the realisation of this strategy, one 
of the interviewees emphasises the importance of also adding rental apartments in areas dominated by 
condominiums or single family houses, as well as to create a mix at a smaller scale:  

Skogås looks good at an overall level, but if you look closer, the eastern part is dominated by single family 
houses and all the rental apartments are located on the western side. It is important to see the larger 
perspective in each project, what is needed in which area?  

(Interviewee 3) 

An important tool in order to implement the strategy of mixed housing is to make demands on developers in 
land allocation agreements. In the land allocation agreement it is established what the developer will pay for the 
piece of land as well as what measures are undertaken in order to be able to build at the plot, in terms of e.g. 
aesthetic qualities, ecological compensation and infrastructure. According to the interviewees, only recently the 
municipality also started to make developers consider social aspects through this kind of binding agreements 
regarding for example different forms of tenure. One interviewee mentions that the material for each land 
allocation agreement usually includes an “indication” of what kind of percentage of each form of tenure the 
municipality would like to see in the case. The development in Flemingsberg, an area previously dominated by 
rental apartments, is mentioned as a test area regarding the issue, but the view on the outcome is ambiguous. 
One interviewee is happy with the result, stating that a unique mix of rental apartments, condominiums and 
housing for youths and students is created, while another says that “[w]e want it to be 50/50, but now 200 rental 
apartments are being built so we still do not know... But my expectations is that it will work out” (Interviewee 6).  

Several of the interviewees however agree that the strategy of mixed forms of tenure is not enough in order to 
create a mixed population in an area and that rental apartments per se is not enough in order to create accessible 
housing: “it is easy to think that rental apartments are for everyone, but they are not, due to the high rents in new 
production” (Interviewee 2). The same interviewee, the strategist responsible for social sustainability in the 
municipality, emphasises that finding a way to regulate rents in new production definitely should be the “next 
step” since there are no tools enabling that today. Another interviewee tells that the section for Land and 
exploitation together with the Administration of social services and elderly care recently got a political directive 
to investigate how the municipality can provide housing for socio-economically weak groups. According to the 
interviewee, who is responsible for the issue, the idea is to make developers reserve a certain percentage of the 
apartments for the target group through the land allocation agreement, while the municipality will cover the 
additional costs since it is seen as unreasonable to make the developers provide affordable housing without 
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compensation (Interviewee 8). How to exactly realise it in practice is however not yet clear, the investigation has 
come to a standstill since it is uncertain whether the municipality will have the financial means to do it.  

Just like the vagueness of the concept of social sustainability makes it hard to translate it into practice, the often 
broad and sweeping strategies can be hard to concretise and translate into practical measures and leaves 
considerable room for the planners to interpret the strategies in their own way. On the one hand the strategic 
documents are perceived as important in order to support decisions related to the concretisation of strategies 
made in specific projects, but on the other hand things seem to happen regardless of the strategic content since 
the planners find their own ways of dealing with social issues, as has been discussed above. The strategic 
documents however appear to function as mediators of meaning (Law 1992). They certainly affect the work of 
the planners, and even the planners saying that their work is not informed by the strategic documents to any 
great extent propose measures in line with the strategies in order to increase social sustainability. Thus, they seem 
to have a discursive relevance in the way they frame ideas about the future (Rydin 2014, Kornberger 2012). Both 
the need of a specific strategic document on social sustainability and the need for more developed methods 
facilitating implementation are expressed. These two aspects might both be of importance. A social sustainability 
document might contribute to a more specified local definition, preferably preceded by a political debate around 
what issues should be prioritised, while the incorporation of the issue in regular processes, through for example 
check-lists, will give social sustainability a substantial and tangible position in the planning process. 

A considerable part of the work and methods that are being used or are under development in order to 
concretise social sustainability answer to the political objectives, even if parts of it appear to occur according to 
own initiatives taken by individual planners or irrespectively of what the strategies say, rather than being part of a 
formal implementation chain. Thus, a discrepancy between the formal organisation and the planning practice 
appears to exist, as has also been discussed in the case of organisation of social sustainability work. This can be 
related to Czarniawska's (2004) statement that the organisation is the product rather than the source of 
organising: the ‘becoming’ of the organisation depends on the actions performed. Beyond the strategic 
documents informal work is performed according both to planners' own prioritisations and to the political will. 
Partly, the social sustainability work is said to be dependent on individual initiatives and engagement, and since 
the majority of the interviewees are committed to the subject it remains unclear how those who do not engage in 
social sustainability relate to the issue.  

As argued by Healey (2007) the silo-mentality is being challenged in the planning for social sustainability by the 
involvement of different spheres of the municipality in specific issues. The work however appears a bit 
fragmented and some connections seem to be weak. What is being done related to a specific issue does not 
always seem to have been communicated to concerned parts, such as in the case of finding ways of providing 
housing to socio-economic weak groups, where the strategist in charge of social sustainability does not appear to 
be informed about the efforts within the area. The fragmented nature of the work can be related to the 
somewhat weak connections and the heterogeneity of the network discussed in the previous section, where the 
collaboration between different spheres of the municipality might create an even greater challenge to assemble 
the work and stabilise the network.  

 
Implementation difficulties & goal conflicts 

Lack of clarity & knowledge 

Even if both political ambitions and engagement among planners are high, and many activities in order to 
strengthen the social dimension in planning are going on in the municipality, various obstacles to the 
implementation of the objectives are brought up by the interviewees. It is stressed by a number of the 
interviewees that the strategies are too many and too vague and imprecise, which makes it uncertain what is 
supposed to be achieved within each project – what do the politicians actually want? The vagueness makes it 
hard to translate the strategies into practice. An example is the owner directives of Huge, stating that their work 
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should “counteract residential segregation”, an important but yet unclear strategy. It is not specified how, 
through which means, this should be done or what the goal, a non-segregated municipality, would look like. 
Additionally, due to the vagueness, translation of strategies into practice becomes dependent on the individual 
planner or planners working within a specific project. Furthermore, it is expressed that the vast number of 
objectives and strategies related to social sustainability makes prioritisation necessary, it does not seem feasible to 
consider all of them in each project. However, what sort of result the politicians wish to see is not seen as clearly 
expressed which makes prioritisation difficult. One strategist mentions that it generally is hard to make the 
strategies infuse the work in the other administrative units of the municipality: 

Many strategic documents talk about this, but then it is hard to pin it down to a concrete level, to make each 
administrative unit understand what they imply. [...] I think it is often due to a lack of knowledge, people do 
not know of the strategic decisions and documents. Often the strategic documents become shelf warmers. 

(Interviewee 2) 

Apart from lack of knowledge about the strategic documents and their implications, the issue is identified as 
related to both the extensive number of strategies and lack of time and resources, which makes it hard for the 
administrative units to prioritise other things apart from their core activities, such as providing education or 
elderly care. Several of the interviewees express that more tangible strategies or guidelines as well as more clear 
priorities from the politicians about what they see as important, regarding the development in general as well as 
related to specific project, would facilitate the translation process and make it less arbitrary. According to the 
research on “River City” Gothenburg by Brorström (2014), making prioritisations was avoided due to the desire 
to reach consensus around a common vision and reduce political conflict. To prioritise certain issues over others 
might be politically sensitive and imply conflicts. However, it could also facilitate implementation if the public 
servants know what to focus on in the local context, as argued by Weingaertner & Moberg (2014) and Åhman 
(2013). Additionally, to prioritise between different aims makes social sustainability a political matter and 
promotes an area for debate.  

Another issue pointed out is the lack of knowledge related to the actual effects of the proposed strategies. The 
social dimension of sustainability is seen as extremely complex and it is seen as uncertain whether the proposed 
measures actually lead to desired results:  

Planning is an extremely extended process, and it is hard to make an evaluation and determine which 
measure that leads to one thing or another. […] Was it the general development or something we did that 
contributed? The cause and effect chain is hard to establish due to the long periods of time. 

(Interviewee 5) 

The extensive number of factors that possibly affect the social situation in an area together with the long time 
periods before a proposed measure is implemented in planning makes it difficult to anticipate the consequences 
and thus evaluate the efficiency of a specific measure. Furthermore, a lack of knowledge about how to implement 
certain strategies in an efficient way is seen as problematic. One strategist states that in order to be able to 
implement the strategy of mixed housing, a kind of manual collecting experiences and knowledge would be 
useful: 

I have told the region several times, that if the municipalities are to succeed with the beautiful ambitions 
about mixed neighbourhoods it would be helpful with a manual: this is how you do it, this is how it has been 
done in other municipalities, this is how they made ends meet, this is how they succeeded in the process. 
Today, every time something different happens it is because of individuals pushing it, not because of the 
system. 

(Interviewee 1)  

Thus, there is insecurity around both how to implement the proposed strategies in an efficient way, and whether 
the proposed measures will lead to desired results. This can be related to the discussion at the project meeting of 
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Södertörnsmodellen, where uncertainties around the effects of implementing the strategy of mixed housing were 
seen as problematic. Collected knowledge is missing and there seem to be a problem that the involved 
municipalities and other actors are “re-inventing the wheel”. Efforts to collect national and international 
experiences, knowledge and examples of 'best practice' have been made, such as within the Delegation for 
sustainable cities. A question is if those efforts have not succeeded in providing the information the 
municipalities need? Furthermore, several municipalities, such as Malmö and Stockholm, have tried to take a 
holistic approach to social sustainability trough their commission work, which could maybe inspire the work, 
which is also mentioned by one of the interviewees. The impression is however that the civil servants do not 
have the time to familiarise themselves with such information in their daily work, even if the ambition exists. 
According to Vifell & Soneryd (2012) and Boström (2012) the incentives to address social aspects decrease due 
to uncertainty about the results. This is however not apparent among the civil servants in Huddinge, who regard 
social sustainability as a prioritised issue, even if it is seen as complex and the uncertainty as problematic.  

Lack of routines & channels for communication  

Another issue brought forward is the lack of routines in order to make social sustainability strategies infuse the 
planning process. It is emphasised by several of the interviewees that the municipality still is in the beginning of 
this process, and it is seen as necessary to develop routines and procedures that facilitates implementation. As 
was stated in the section on concretisation of social sustainability work, it is seen as problematic that efforts to a 
great extent are dependent on engaged individuals. The fact that mainly the planners interested in social 
sustainability issues are engaged in for example Child Impact Assessments is something that is emphasised by the 
interviewees. To develop a formal and mandatory tool that is supposed to be included in the planning process, is 
a way to avoid that, but one interviewee still expresses that: “I do not think everyone will perform CIA:s. […] 
Everyone cannot be interested in everything” (Interviewee 6). The alternative would be that the planners who do 
not want to perform CIA:s would order it from a consultancy company, which is however also seen as 
problematic since the consultants lack the place specific knowledge possessed by the planners. A related issue is 
the identified lack of resources affecting the possibilities to develop routines. One of the interviewees working 
with CIA:s expresses that:  

I have to work overtime to put it together. First and foremost I have to work on my regular projects. […] It 
is hard to find the time to develop those guidelines, even if that really should be a prioritised issue in order to 
be able to implement it. 

(Interviewee 6) 

Thus, routines are seen as necessary in order to be able to systematise the work, but lack of time makes the task 
difficult which in turn makes it hard to avoid the problem of dependency on certain individuals. The same 
interviewee says that there has been a suggestion to employ a person working specifically with CIA:s. This would 
probably contribute to solving the problem of lack of resources, but might conflict with what other interviewees 
have emphasised about the importance of including social sustainability issues in the regular planning process. If 
one person has the responsibility for CIA:s there is a risk that the dependency on individuals will become even 
stronger, which might be problematic if that person quits and no one else possesses the required experience. 
Thus it is important to avoid dependency on individuals, and to develop 'mandatory' tools and routines 
facilitating the consideration of social aspects in the planning process is a way of doing this. Tools and routines 
can be a method for translating vague strategies into practice, since they provide a standardised procedure of 
what aspects to consider and include. Corvellec & Czarniawska (2014) emphasise the role of artefacts in the 
stabilisation of networks. In order to enable for all planners to function as agents of change and avoid 
arbitrariness tools might thus play a crucial role.  

Another area where routines are lacking is the implementation of design principles, something seen as important 
in order to enhance aesthetic qualities affecting the overall impression of the atmosphere in an area, which 
according to the planners and the strategic documents has an impact on social sustainability. During the work of 
developing detailed plans a design programme is usually developed, where intentions regarding for example the 



34 
 

design of façades are stated. The design principles are supposed to be followed by the developer, and are 
included in the land allocation agreement, but it is seen as a problem that they easily are being circumvented by 
the developers. One interviewee views the problem as lack of routines at the department for Building permits: 

It is hard, we make a detailed plan and we have very high ambitions, and initially the developer usually also 
has that. But then during the realisation phase, that is where it flaws. When they apply for building permits it 
is someone at the department for Building permits who sometimes has not been a part of developing the 
plan and only checks if the application is pursuant to the plan. […] The principles have to be present at the 
plan map in order to be taken into consideration. 

(Interviewee 6) 

This view is not shared by another interviewee, that instead argue that it is a common misunderstanding that the 
department for Building permits holds the responsibility for making the developer build in accordance with the 
design ambitions: 

The department for Building permits cannot make demands on design that has to be done in the land 
allocation agreement. […] They do not have any obligation to look at the design principles in the plan 
document. They are only supposed to make the building permit consistent with the plan map. But the section 
for Land and exploitation is supposed to check if the building permit is consistent with the design ambitions.  

(Interviewee 8) 

Both interviewees recognise the problem of design principles being disregarded, but do not share the view on 
whose responsibility that is. In this case there seems to be a lack of communication between the different 
departments, both in terms of communicating who has responsibility for the issue as well as in the 
communication between the section for Land and exploitation and the department for Building permits in the 
process of approving building permit applications. Also in this case routines are under development. Similar 
kinds of communication deficiencies have been seen also in other instances, for example when it comes to the 
development ways of providing housing for socio-economically weak groups. A possible explanation to this can 
be related to the lack of time described in the case of developing tools and routines above. According to Rydin 
(2014), the power to change emerges from the collective connections in a network. If the power to change arises 
from collective action, it means that actions somehow have to be coordinated in order to produce change. Since 
social sustainability work not is a task for a specific municipal unit, but a myriad of actors at different levels are 
taking part, establishing routines and channels for communication can be regarded as even more urgent. 
Nevertheless, a problem appears to be that the planners are busy with their ongoing projects, and to raise their 
heads form the daily work in order to create an overview of the situation and thus be able to improve insufficient 
routines is difficult. The task to improve implementation chains or develop new routines or measures would 
probably be easier if there was time to assemble all concerned actors, as well as if there was time to acquire the 
necessary knowledge and to research how things have been done in other places, as has been discussed above.  

Preconceptions & lack of representation 

People's ideas and preconceptions are further issues brought forward as an obstacle to the realisation of certain 
social objectives. Several of the interviewees point out how resistance to new production from the people already 
living in an area might restrict the possibility to add the missing forms of tenure, and thus obstruct the creation 
of mixed housing areas:  

In some single-family housing areas people really know how to protest in order to avoid new development 
close to their houses. It is easier for them to oppose proposals. In areas of the million programme you can 
build as much as you want because people do not always know how to protest. But it might be a general thing, 
that you are more protective if you have your house and your garden and your fence, than if you live in an 
apartment?  

(Interviewee 4) 
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Another interviewee believes that a fear of the unknown is the reason for people's opposition, based on  
insecurity around how their area would change and what “kind of people” would move there (Interviewee 1). 
The same interviewee however adds that protests also occur in areas dominated by rental housing against the 
construction of condominiums, mainly due to a fear of gentrification. Furthermore, it is expressed that it might 
be a politically sensitive issue, which it is rhetorically nice to speak about socially mixed areas but that it is hard to 
realise it in practice due to the public protests. The difficulty of implementing the strategy of mixed housing, due 
to public protests, is also brought up by the National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (Boverket 2009). 
One interviewee emphasises the importance of the municipality adopting a carefully prepared strategy for 
information and dialogue in related occasions.  

Related to the issue of preconceptions and norms is a discussion about representation in planning and the fact 
that planners, architects and engineers is a relatively homogeneous group with little connection to some of the 
areas where they are supposed to intervene: 

My personal experience is that those who work in planning are white middle class from certain parts of the 
city, who do not really have an idea about how it is to grow up and live there [in the million programme], and 
they have the idea about doing something that is good, it is a bit like charity, you are good if you are doing 
these things. 

(Interviewee 1) 

The issue can be related both to the fear of increasing stigmatisation through describing the areas as 
“problematic” and the issue of reaching inhabitants in the same areas in dialogue processes, as was described 
above. The areas discussed are mainly areas from the million programme, which are areas where social 
sustainability is a “prioritised issue” by the municipality. These statements indicate that the planners do not 
identify themselves with or have a connection to the areas in question, nor with their inhabitants. This distance 
might be problematic since it might prevent experiences of life in the areas from influencing decision-making 
and measures directed at improving social sustainability in the areas. This is of course not a situation that is 
particular for Huddinge, and is not a criticism of the work of the planners but rather an observation of a society 
where some people are far from certain spheres or positions, a situation that is mainly an effect of socio-
economic inequalities and an uneven recruitment to higher education and workplaces. The lack of diversity at 
universities and in public administration is pointed out by the Swedish Government Offices, stating that people 
with foreign background or low-skilled parents are underrepresented within those spheres (Regeringskansliet 
2002). One interviewee emphasises the importance of a critical reflection upon norms and to try to get away 
from ideas about “us versus them”. This is something that the municipality actively is working towards, for 
example by education of the public servants in norm critique. This is certainly an important issue in order to 
avoid decision-making based on preconceptions, but cannot replace efforts towards achieving a more even 
representation within the planning society. A homogeneous professional society is not something that is brought 
forward as an issue related to the achievement of social objectives in the previous research accounted for in the 
current study, but might however be an important issue since planners with different backgrounds and 
experiences could add new perspectives and bring other stories to the fore. 

Lack of capacity to influence market mechanisms 

“The market is not a team player” says one of the interviewees, when discussing the difficulties in realising the 
strategy of mixed housing. Even if it is possible to regulate the type of tenure in land allocation agreements, there 
is a number of obstacles that might prevent the actual implementation of the strategy. All the interviewees agree 
that it has been a hard task to make developers collaborate around the issue. Some areas of the municipality are 
seen as less attractive to build in than others. Those areas are generally the areas from the million programme 
dominated by rental apartments. Developers hesitate to build condominiums in those areas due to a higher claim 
for return related to perceived higher risks and the notion that “there is no market for that”. Even if a developer 
agrees to build condominiums in an early phase of the planning process, they can withdraw at a later stage if they 
do not estimate the project to be profitable. The same thing can happen in areas dominated by condominiums or 
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single family houses. The municipality can make demands on rental apartments in order to balance the housing 
stock, but if for example the conditions of foundation makes it too expensive to build less profitable rental 
housing, the developer has the possibility to withdraw from the initial agreement. This is also an example of how 
non-human actors influence the outcome of planning. Furthermore, if the municipality does not own the land 
where the development is taking place, there are few possibilities to make demands on the developer, and to try 
to control forms of tenure in that case is seen as asking for too much:  

We want to be a good municipality to collaborate with, we want to be fair. It would be unreasonable to 
require rental apartments if we do not own the land. It affects profit so much that it is not reasonable.  

(Interviewee 8)  

Thus, the municipality's possibilities to steer the development regarding different forms of tenure is limited due 
to market forces. Even if requirements in land allocation agreements is a powerful tool it has considerable limits 
in the way that it is hard to put legally binding requirements, the developer cannot be forced to build according 
to the municipality's wish. “It is better than no housing construction at all” one interview states regarding the 
issue of the developers considerable power. Since the development of housing to a great extent is dependent on 
the developers, and their willingness to build is dependent on the profitability of building at different locations in 
the municipality, the impression is that a fear of being too demanding obstructs the municipality from making 
certain demands, since the alternative possibly would be no development at all if the developers do not agree on 
the demands. It is expressed by some of the interviewees that the municipality wants to be “fair” and not “too 
relentless” in order not to lose developers. A way to make developers build in the areas perceived as less 
attractive is that the municipality itself makes investments: 

The status is still too low to make developers build condominiums in Masmo. Even if that would be a way to 
enhance the status, so that creates sort of a catch 22. I believe that in order to make developers dare to do it, 
then the municipality has to invest first, like all right let's build. And now we have done that, we have built a 
nice park and a square, but it will probably take time before the developers dare to invest. 

(Interviewee 6) 

Thus, efforts by the municipality are seen as necessary in order to create incentives for developers to invest and 
build the type of housing preferred by the municipality in the less profitable areas, even if it is not always enough. 
The developers do have a considerable influence over the development of the municipality, they have the final 
say about what to build and where since they always have the possibility not to build in a certain location or a 
certain type if housing if it is not profitable enough. This issue is also prominent when it comes to the matter of 
creating housing for socio-economically weak groups. Even if several of the interviewees do express that the 
knowledge and interest in social sustainability issues is increasing among developers, it is seen as impossible to 
make demands on the developer in order to produce affordable housing: “the developer will never undertake 
that cost voluntarily” (Interviewee 8). They emphasise that it will probably take time before private actors in the 
building sector will start to consider social aspects voluntarily at a larger scale, even if there are examples of 
where it has happened. Also the strategist at the municipal housing company sees little room for regulating prices 
of new production: “the price of new production is simply determined by the price of the land” (Interviewee 3). 
As was shown in the study by Loit (2014), social ambitions are partly difficult to realise since the planning system 
is adapted to market principles. The considerable influence of private actors on what is being built and for 
whom, and how making demands on developers to realise social objectives is seen as too much, can be seen as 
an expression of the tension between an entrepreneurial urban development and a re-distributive urban 
development, as argued by Tahvilzadeh (2015).  

Goal conflicts & value of the “social dimension” 

A number of goal conflicts between the social dimension of sustainability and other values are raised by the 
interviewees. Several of the interviewees express a fear that compromises with social values will be made due to 
the massive amount of housing that is to be built during the coming years. They mainly relate to the ongoing 
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development Flemingsberg, and are especially worried about the size of school yards and public space: 

We are building a lot in the municipality right now, and there is a wish [from the politicians] to use the public 
parks also for the pre-school children in order to be able to build smaller school yards. But I do not think you 
can reason like that, and then the pressure on the public park becomes too high. 

(Interviewee 4) 

What is problematic for us who are working in between those giving us the assignments and the realisation 
level is that we have a lot of knowledge about what happens if we do not plan for public space and make sure 
that the children have school yards large enough, but not all the politicians have that knowledge. They are 
acting on the decision to build a lot. 

(Interviewee 6) 

According to these interviewees there is a pressure from the politicians to increase the construction of housing, 
and for a dense development in certain parts of the municipality, which might conflict with qualitative goals of 
good living environments, since this is not something that is “automatically generated by densification” 
(Interviewee 6). Thus, the planners' view is that they have knowledge about the consequences of not providing 
public space and school yards large enough in dense environments, a knowledge that is not taken into 
consideration by the politicians. Conflicts between different municipal goals are highlighted also in other aspects, 
such as when it comes to creating good and vibrant living environments versus being business friendly: 

We are supposed to create good living environments, but also to be extremely business friendly. It is 
contradictory, if some company calls and wants to create a centre for logistics at the former plot of 
Spendrups in Vårberg, and then it is business friendly to say yes to that. But from a perspective of creating 
good living environments it is not good at all. 

(Interviewee 6) 

Here a conflict between improving social sustainability and facilitate for businesses to establish in the 
municipality is identified. Thus, the strategic goals of the municipality within different spheres thus seem to 
require distinct priorities. Further goal conflicts between social goals of the municipality and economic aspects 
can be identified in the case of what the role of Huge should be and what the company should invest in. 
According to the interviewee at Huge, there are discussions at the municipality that Huge should sell parts of 
their housing and local centres in order to finance the construction of public properties. The interviewee 
however underlines the importance of both housing and local centres in order to reach social objectives:  

We have an important role to counteract social and economic segregation in Huddinge. That is possible 
because we have a critical mass of properties, especially residential housing and local centres, in different 
residential areas.  

(Interviewee 3) 

Thus, this way of financing the construction of public properties can be regarded as short-sighted in a 
perspective of wanting to enhance a positive long-term development in the housing areas, and might conflict 
with the aim of developing local service and create vital centres, particularly in the areas of the million 
programme in order to decrease differences between the different areas of the municipality. Moreover, Huge 
would lose the possibility to take a holistic approach to the development of the areas, including both housing, 
outdoor environments and the local centres. A private actor might not have the same incentives for contributing 
to the general social development of an area as Huge, which has to work in line with the owner directives. 
Generally there is a view that economic efficiency is being prioritised over social issues. One interviewee states 
that trade-offs have to be done in relation to the economic dimension in planning, since the risk otherwise is that 
“too much economic consequences putting weight on a project makes it impossible to realise” (Interviewee 6). 
Also in this case lack of knowledge about the consequences of investments in aspects related to social 
sustainability is put forward as problematic. Several of the interviewees believe that more knowledge about what 
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effects are generated from certain measures is necessary: “you cannot just say that you think that this is good for 
people” (Interviewee 4), also stating that references from other projects would help, in order not to base 
decisions on “opinions”. Another interviewee calls for more knowledge about what happens if certain 
investments not are made: 

It is hard to achieve funding for prioritisation of the social dimension in projects, as long as we cannot 
describe what happens if we chose not to build a new public square or changing a specific design that makes 
it unsafe, or what the monetary costs of graffiti and vandalism would be. 

(Interviewee 6) 

Thus, being able to describe the consequences of proposed measures based on research and previous 
experiences, and to describe the economic consequences of investments that do not take place is an aspect are 
seen as important in order to make decision-makers prioritise the social dimension. To be more certain about 
what investments could lead to, and to understand that no investments at all generate other costs for other 
spheres of the municipal administration could strengthen the incentives for investing in social issues. This aspect 
is also underlined by the National Board of Housing, Building and Planning, calling for increased efforts to 
determine the long-term economic effects of the current development as well as the costs of avoiding to deal 
with residential segregation (Boverket 2009). Boström (2012) argues that the integration between the three pillars 
of sustainability usually are seen as mutually reinforcing, which hides that trade-offs between the different 
dimensions are necessary. The municipality's strategic documents do state that goal conflicts might arise but they 
do not elaborate on what kind of conflicts, neither on how they should be managed. Above it has been stated 
that dealing with social aspects is not being avoided in the municipality due to difficulties in predicting effects of 
investments, in contrast to what was shown in the study by Vifell & Soneryd (2012). There are however 
indications that the possibility to more accurately describe the effects both of proposed investments and of 
investments not taking place would strengthen the value of the social dimension in planning. The impression is 
that the social dimension is being down-prioritised on behalf of economic aspects and that short-sighted 
decisions are being made due to the mentioned reason. 
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Discussion & conclusions 
 

Huddinge – a network of heterogeneous actors  

Incorporation & operationalisation of social sustainability in planning 

In this section, a summary of the most important results presented in the previous section is made in order to 
answer the research questions. The aim of the project has been to explore how social sustainability as a policy 
objective is framed and realised in contemporary Swedish municipal urban planning, and what difficulties might 
occur in the implementation of social strategies. The first research question, How is the concept of social sustainability 
incorporated and operationalised within the sphere of urban planning?, has opened up for an investigation of how social 
sustainability is defined and translated into practice in the municipality of Huddinge, and how efforts in order to 
increase social sustainability are organised. The perspective of Actor Network Theory has been the point of 
entry, allowing an understanding of the municipal organisation as an assemblage of different human and non-
human actors involved in making Huddinge socially sustainable. From this perspective, the social sustainability 
work in Huddinge can be understood as a network of heterogeneous actors influencing the result in a complex 
process of social, material, technical and political interaction, in line with the argumentation of Farías (2011). The 
actors involved in the narrative about Huddinge are all striving towards the same objective – making Huddinge 
socially sustainable – but are not always interacting or sharing a common understanding of what that implies. In 
order to answer the research question an analysis of the social sustainability goals and strategies included in the 
municipality's policy documents has been made, as well as interviews with planning actors have been carried out. 

The vague definition of the concept of social sustainability is seen both as an asset and a problem. On the one 
hand a vague definition provides an umbrella for different spheres of the municipality to assemble underneath, 
and allows the work to continue even if politics changes directions. On the other hand, together with strategies 
seen as unspecific about how targets should be reached, the vagueness creates insecurity about how to translate 
objectives into practice and, opens up for arbitrary interpretations. Regardless of the open definition, the 
interviewees do have explicit ideas about what they see as socially sustainable and what measures are needed in 
order to reach there. This differentiated view is also prominent in theory, where an approach of an open 
definition as a possibility for making necessary local adjustments is put against the view of a broad definition as 
allowing political promotion of sustainability without any substantial changes. Another area where opinions are 
divergent concerns the benefits of a specific social sustainability document, of which the development is in an 
early phase. Some interviewees see the advantage of such document in order to be able to concretise broad 
strategies, while others underline the importance of incorporating social sustainability issues in the regular 
planning process in order to avoid parallel processes. These aspects do however not necessarily conflict with 
each other, rather they can both be of importance and presumably coexist. Neither the perception of the role of 
the existing planning strategies is shared by the interviewees, the strategic documents are referred to as “our 
bible” as well as to something that is not mainly being considered in the daily work. The strategies however seem 
to inform practice more or less consciously and thus function as mediators of meaning, as argued by Law (1992).  

The distribution of roles between public servants and politicians does not completely follow traditional 
implementation routes, rather initiatives in order to strengthen the social dimension are taken on strategists' and 
planners' initiatives. Furthermore, it occurs that the public servants rephrase assignments from the politicians. 
Hence, the implementation of strategies can be regarded as a micro-political process, where planners are 
negotiating the outcome of policy, as stated by Barrett (2004). Several tools and methods are accentuated as 
important in order to realise social objectives. Tools such as Child Impact Assessments are regarded as crucial in 
order to establish routines for the consideration of social aspects in planning and contracts regulating Land 
allocation agreements are stressed as another important tool in the realisation of social objectives. Thus, objects 
of different kinds play an important role in assuring that routines are established, contributing to the stabilisation 
of the network, as argued by Corvellec & Czarniawska (2014). An assemblage of a diverse range of actors, both 
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within and outside Huddinge, is involved in the social sustainability work. Discussions and exchange of 
knowledge is going on in terms of for example a 'sustainability network' and the municipality's participation in 
Södertörnsmodellen. Healey (2007) argues that the 'silo-mentality' of municipal organisations is challenged in 
contemporary planning by the involvement of different municipal spheres. This is a prominent feature of in the 
work striving towards the realisation of social objectives in Huddinge. However, despite those efforts some 
connections appear to be weak, some actions are being performed without involving key actors and 
communication channels are not yet fully developed. It is however important to underline that the social 
sustainability work of the municipality still is in an early phase. 

Obstacles to the implementation of social strategies 

The second research question, What kind of obstacles and goal conflicts that obstruct implementation do the actors involved 
experience?, has been answered through interviews with planning actors. A wide range of different aspects has 
been accentuated by the planners and strategists in Huddinge as obstacles to the implementation of social 
sustainability strategies. An understanding of the municipality of Huddinge as a socio-technical assemblage has 
encouraged an open-ended inquiry emerging from the interviewees' own perspectives, which has allowed the 
capturing of phenomenon that do not fit into standard models of interpretation.  

The first implementation barrier consists of lack of clarity and knowledge. Too many and too vague strategies 
create an uncertainty about what results the politicians actually want to achieve within the field of social 
sustainability, why political prioritisation is requested among the planners. Lack of knowledge about how to 
implement the strategies as well as about the effects of proposed measures create further insecurity. Collected 
knowledge is seen as missing and even if there is a wish to learn from experiences in other places, time to 
acquaint oneself with such experiences appears to be lacking. The second obstruction to implementation consists 
of lack of routines and established channels for communication. Tools facilitating the incorporation of social 
issues in the planning process such as check-lists are under development, but well-functioning routines are not 
yet fully established. In order to make such assessments precede all detailed plans and avoid the problem of 
dependency on engaged individuals, routines are seen as crucial. Furthermore, communication deficits between 
different actors in the route between the detailed plan and the realisation phase are identified. Drawing on the 
argumentation of Rydin (2014), establishing routines for communication and the coordination of actions appears 
to be critical also in this case, if assumed that the power to change depends on collective action. Lack of 
resources, particularly in terms of time, is identified as a problem in order both to increase knowledge and 
establish routines. 

As a third implementation barrier, preconceptions and lack of representation are discussed. Public protests based 
on a fear of the unknown is seen as an obstacle to the creation of mixed housing, people living in areas 
dominated by single family housing disapprove to the construction of rental housing in the area and vice versa. 
Furthermore, lack of representation in planning is seen as problematic. The fact that planners is a relatively 
homogeneous group with little personal connection to the areas of the million programme creates problems both 
related to a fear of stigmatising areas when describing problems as well as obtaining opinions from the people 
living there in dialogue processes. A fourth obstacle to implementation is the lack of tools to influence market 
mechanisms. The municipality possesses the tool of land allocation agreement, where demands can be made on 
the developer about for example forms of tenure. It is however relatively hard for the municipality to reach 
binding agreements since developers can choose not to build according to the wish of the municipality if it is not 
seen as profitable enough, which demonstrates the considerable influence of private actors on what is built and 
for whom. Thus market conditions obstruct possibilities to realise social objectives, which illustrates the tension 
between an entrepreneurial and a redistributive urban development identified by Tahvilzadeh (2015).  

Last, a number of goal conflicts where social objectives conflicts with other values are identified by the 
interviewees. The goal of creating good living environments is seen to be at odds with goals of densification and 
an increased construction of housing, where the size of public space and school yards is being compromised 
with.  Additionally, objectives of good living environments disharmonise with goals of being business friendly, 
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and conflicts where short-sighted economic efficiency is prioritised over long-term socially sustainable 
development are identified, mainly due to difficulties of anticipate and describe the effects of social efforts. In 
the introducing chapter it was asked whether structural factors, lack of coordination or lack of institutional 
capacity creates the identified implementation gap. The studies reviewed in the previous research section points 
at different explanations, but mainly concentrate on investigating one or few aspects each. Bulkey (2010) has 
called for new tactics for understanding difficulties in implementing sustainability strategies, focusing on the 
political and economic context where struggle takes place and the socio-technical networks through which 
policies are mediated. Such approach has been adopted in this study, where the results show a wider range of 
explanations to why implementation of social sustainability strategies is difficult that what is usually indicated.  

 
Reflections on the results 

What is needed in order to facilitate implementation?  

In this section the most important conclusions about the social sustainability work in Huddinge will be discussed 
together with the proposal of a number of suggestions of how implementation can be facilitated, based on the 
analysis of the interviews and aspects presented in the reviewed literature. Difficulties in implementing social 
sustainability strategies seem to appear at different levels in the organisation and due to various reasons, why it is 
impossible to point out one single solution. Multifaceted problems require efforts directed at different areas. 
First, a vague definition of the concept and an extensive amount of goals and strategies opens up for arbitrary 
interpretations and puts a lot of responsibility on the planners. In order to produce substantial results more 
clearly political prioritisation is being requested. Prioritisation among objectives might on the one hand be 
politically sensitive and might make it complicated for the political blocs to reach agreements, but on the other 
hand it might open up a possibility for a necessary vital political debate around what kind of society the 
municipality wants to create. A challenge consists of reaching a more well-developed local definition in order to 
facilitate the translation into practice without foreclosing a vital political debate of what social sustainability 
implies in the local area.   

To establish routines facilitating the consideration of social aspects in an early phase is crucial in order to stabilise 
the social sustainability work and make it part of regular planning processes. Furthermore, an identified lack of 
knowledge about the effects of social sustainability efforts require an intensified exchange of knowledge within 
the municipality, but also by exchanging and acquire knowledge from external actors. Increased possibilities for 
knowledge exchange allowing ideas to travel between different networks might be beneficial for the future work. 
Routines both in terms of routes for communication and tools/methods in terms of for example check-lists for 
assessments of social consequences are currently under development, and some arenas for exchange of 
knowledge are established, such as the participation in Södertörnsmodellen which can be regarded as an 
important arena for debate around the issue. It might however be beneficial to further strengthen and co-
ordinate the work. To adopt a holistic approach to the processes of enhancing social sustainability within the 
sphere of urban planning would allow identification of deficits in communication, routines and knowledge, as 
well as facilitate the establishment of routines and strengthening the acquirement of knowledge. The main 
obstacle to this is identified as a lack of resources, primarily with regards to time. Hence, to strengthen the social 
sustainability work in Huddinge and establish and stabilise the network require increased resources. 

Since private developers have a substantial influence on what is being built in the municipality, institutional 
reforms increasing the capacity for the public sector in order to steer the development might be necessary, in line 
with the argumentation of Tahvilzadeh (2015). The development of such measures would require political will. 
The tool of land allocation agreements could perhaps be even more powerful together with a more active land 
policy, as argued by Boverket (2009), where the municipality states for example what share of each type of tenure 
is aimed for in new development. Furthermore, I believe that the municipality must dare to make stronger 
demands on developers in order to steer the development in the direction that are pointed out in the strategic 
documents. Since the strong influence of private actors on urban development is not a problem restricted to 



42 
 

Huddinge, collaboration between municipalities around the development of management control measures 
might be beneficial.  

The results also show that goal conflicts related to economic aspects are most prominent, and that the social 
dimension is down prioritised on behalf of economic aspects. In order to make it a politically prioritised issue, 
the social dimension of sustainability has to be taken seriously. The difficulty of describing the costs and effects 
of avoiding dealing with for example housing segregation is seen as a problem in order to make the politicians 
invest in 'social issues'. To find methods describing the national economic consequences of social investments 
could increase the incentives for the municipality to prioritise social issues. The role of the municipal housing 
company Huge in the social sustainability work is at present unclear but under investigation. Huge has high 
ambitions in contributing to reach the social objectives of the municipality, and can currently be regarded as an 
under-used tool. If the municipality and Huge can reach an agreement around what role Huge should play the 
company could become a more influential actor. More clearly stated political ambitions about Huge's function in 
the municipality could strengthen their role as an actor in the counteraction of segregation, drawing on the 
argumentation of the National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (Boverket 2009).  

Some of the identified obstacles are context specific for Huddinge, whereas others are related to a wider societal 
context. It can be assumed that it is less difficult to create routines, clarify prioritisations and fill knowledge gaps 
than to affect the political and economic context of contemporary planning. Some of the context specific issues 
might certainly also exist in other municipalities and experiences from other places can function as inspiration 
for the work in Huddinge, while for example the lack of routines is an issue where the solution is to be found 
locally. Another example is the issue of planners as a homogeneous group with little connection to certain areas, 
which might be counteracted by continued efforts in adopting a norm critical approach among the public 
servants. Nevertheless, since the issue is mainly related to an uneven recruitment to higher education and 
workplaces, a possible solution probably lies in decreasing socio-economic inequalities, counteract discrimination 
and making university education more accessible, in order to increase representation in planning. When Bulkley 
(2010) argues that the “real nature of problems” related to implementation difficulties rarely is discussed, she is 
referring to the avoidance of discussing solutions outside the current political and economic system. As has been 
shown in the case of Huddinge, implementation difficulties are not only related to lack of coordination and 
institutional capacity, but also structural factors affect the capacity for successful implementation of social 
sustainability strategies.  

Concluding remarks 

The purpose of the study has not been to evaluate whether efforts within the area of social sustainability in 
Huddinge lead to the desired results, but rather to examine the view among strategists and planners on 
possibilities to achieve the goals. A socially sustainable urban development is a complex issue that is connected 
to various spheres outside planning, such as education, labour policy, human rights and so forth. Thus, the 
discussion about how to achieve social sustainability must relate to a wider societal context, and keep challenging 
the municipal silo-mentality. It must also allow conflicts and make sure not to disregard that different groups 
have different interests, rather than presenting solutions as beneficial for everyone. In the introduction it was 
asked whether the debate around social sustainability can offer a platform for promoting social justice in today's 
urban planning. The establishment of the concept has definitely contributed to the promotion of social issues on 
the planning agenda both in Huddinge and in Sweden in general, even if social sustainability can be regarded as a 
“two-edged sword”, as argued by Tahvilzadeh (2015).  

An urban development in the intersection between an entrepreneurial and a redistributive approach encounters 
difficulties in realising social goals, and the contemporary sustainability discourse might contribute to sustaining 
inequalities by legitimising actions in the name of sustainability without any redistributive effects. This is why a 
vital political debate around the meaning and content of social sustainability is crucial. If this is ensured, social 
sustainability can be used as a basis for a discussion around what kind of society we want urban planning to 
contribute to. The municipality of Huddinge has ambitious social sustainability objectives, and substantial efforts 
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are being made within the area. Several of the difficulties pointed out in the study are already being addressed. 
The study has however given an indication of what areas should be focused on in order to facilitate the 
implementation of social strategies in the municipality. Even if the work is still in an early phase and there is a lot 
left to be done, Huddinge is on the road towards establishing and stabilising a network that enables the 
enhancement of social sustainability. 
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Appendix 1. Municipal goals & strategies 
 
 

GOALS STRATEGIES 

HOUSING  

Meet different housing needs 
Consider housing situation for young people, students and 
non-resourceful groups 
Decrease segregation 
Increase life chances 
Encourage diversity 
Mobility on housing market 
Enable housing carrier 
Enable stability in housing areas 
Attractive and healthy housing areas 
Meet the needs of a growing population 

Mixed forms of tenure  
Mixed types of housing 
Mixed housing in municipal districts and if possible housing 
areas 
Variation in size and price – rental apartments 
Build housing directed at students and youths 
Transformation of rental apartments to condominiums 
Improve physical environment in areas where demand is low 
Active land politics – steer development of land use 
Increased construction of housing 
Focus new construction to regional cores and designated 
areas 
Collaborate with Huge to satisfy needs of housing for newly 
arrived immigrants 

EQUITY & WELL-BEING  

Strong community feeling 
High social capital 
Diversity 
Equal living conditions and possibilities regardless of 
background 
Equal access to service regardless of housing area 
Decrease differences between housing areas 
Gender equality 
Welfare accessible to everyone 
Remove barriers ad discrimination 
Increase feelings of safety 
Improve public health 
Equalise health differences 
Accessibility to culture 
Safe, secure, healthy and stimulating living environments for 
children 
Equal upbringing conditions 
Participation and influence 
Trust in municipal activities 
Open, safe and pleasant society 

Meeting places 
Mixed forms of tenure 
Mixed use areas 
Connect isolated areas physically – meeting places, 
infrastructure, housing 
Diversity of activities in public space 
Physical measures in combination with social 
Measures directed at certain areas 
Consider needs of different groups 
Public service close to public transport nodes 
Gender perspective in planning processes 
Public health perspective in planning processes 
Built environment stimulating physical activity 
Encourage walking, biking, running etc. 
Accessibility to nature 
Cultural activities located to regional cores 
Child Impact Assessments 
Dialogue directed at young people and children 
Dialogue on the inhabitants' preconditions 
Dialogue directed at groups that normally do not participate 
All employees of the municipality educated in equality issues 
and norm critique 
Information adjusted to different groups 
Measure and account for statistics from the perspective of 
gender, children and housing area  
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SERVICE & ACCESSIBILITY  

Vibrant communities 
Vibrant local centres 
Good living environments 
Ensure access to public service 
Equal access to service 
Service close to housing 
High quality of public service 
Good outdoor environments for schools and preschools 

 

 

  

Creating “mixed use” areas 
Complement with missing functions in areas 
High density 
Entrances along the street 
High architectural qualities 
Strengthen design of public environments 
Clear division between public and private land 
Focus of development to regional cores 
Funding of service by private actors 
Locate public and private service to the same place 
Consider the need of public service early in planning 
processes 
Develop public service and schools with construction of 
housing 
Locate schools and preschools where levels of noise and air 
particles are low  

TRANSPORTATION  

Access to service 
Increased number of trips made by foot, bike or public 
transport 
Decrease car use 
Increased travelling between urban cores 
Decrease barrier effects  
Safety in traffic 

 

Public transport starting point in planning processes 
Coordinated planning traffic and housing 
Planning in accordance with the principle of 'closeness to 
stations'- public transport close to housing  
Build where density is supported 
Extend network of walking and bike paths  
Build more bike parking  
Work with 'mobility management' 
Clear connections 
Bus lanes and priority in intersections 
Bring about funding of infrastructure by the region and the 
state 
Promote “Tramway South” (Spårväg syd) 
Develop programme for safety in traffic 
Develop pedestrian and bike plan 
Good lightning 
Planning, operation and maintenance from the perspective of 
weak groups  
Children’s perspective in planning  

MEETING PLACES & RECREATION  

Good and equal access to well-known and accessible parks, 
green areas and outdoor life 
Environments for everyone/different groups 
Environments that encourages meetings and social cohesion 
Diversity of visitors at meeting places  
Active cultural life 
Safe parks and public spaces 
Create identity 

 

Efficient land use  
Priority of sustainability dimensions  
Maintain and develop parks, green wedges and important 
green areas 
Create and maintain walking paths, sport facilities and ski 
tracks 
500 meters to the closest park from housing  
Adopt perspective of children and elderly in planning of 
parks 
Public spaces accessible for people with disabilities 
Meeting places of different character 
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LGTBQ certified meeting places 
Flexible public premises 
Accessibility in public space/street scape 
Design of physical environment allowing overview 
Lightning design with the purpose of increased safety 
Maintenance of public space 
Consider cultural environment in planning 
Emphasise the history of Huddinge 

WORK & EDUCATION  

Level out regional unbalance in localisation of workplaces 
Workplace quota of 1.0 
Diversity in work places for a heterogeneous population 
More companies in knowledge and service industry 
Make use of competence like multilingualism and inter 
cultural capabilities 
Less people receiving economic support 
Good education at all levels 
More people continuing to higher education 

Preparedness in providing land and facilities 
Office establishments close to public transport 
Development of business and commerce according to policy 
Active land politics – steer development of land use 
Increase number of places in municipal schools and 
academies 
Reserve land for public schools in comprehensive plan 

Source: Huddinge Kommun 2015a, Huddinge Kommun 2015b, Huddinge Kommun 2014a, Huddinge Kommun 2014b, Huddinge 
Kommun 2013, Huddinge Kommun 2012, Huddinge Kommun 2011, Huddinge Kommun n.d., author’s elaboration  
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