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Abstract 
 
How does the citizens’ initiative HS2020 realise its vision to ”Renew a New City District”? We followed the 
project organisation development between 2011-2014 and we applied strategic niche management and elements 
of actor network theory in order to assess barriers and opportunities. Hammarby Sjöstad is, since 1997, 
internationally renowned for its environmental ambitions. HS2020’s visions are an extension and further 
development of the latter, exploring potential contributions to sustainable urban development. HS2020 has been 
developing an actor network to implement projects in electric mobility, energy efficiency, culture and ICT. It is a 
unique but instructive initiative: if realised, its visions contribute profoundly to Swedish environmental quality 
objectives. It offers a little explored approach to city district management, between construction and 
refurbishment. Its potential contribution to sustainable urban development makes it important to explore and 
fine-tune the organisational elements for similar processes in other city districts. 
 
Keywords: Urban renewal; Hammarby Sjöstad; strategic niche management; governance; actor 
networks 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 
Hammarby Sjöstad is a brownfield development in Stockholm, Sweden (Figure 1). The project is 
expected to be completed in 2017 and was initiated in the early 1990s, aiming to transform the old 
industrial and harbour area to a modern city district of high environmental profile (City of Stockholm, 
2014). The planning process was highly ordinary until branding of the district as an environmental 
spearhead became central, in order for Stockholm to apply for the Olympic Games 2004. This 
branding involved establishing a special project organisation and developing an environmental 
programme, in which land use, energy, water, waste and transport as well as the contribution of 
residents’ lifestyle were acknowledged and assigned specific targets (Svane et al. 2011; Wangel, 2012; 
Pandis et al., 2013). However, the environmental performance of Hammarby Sjöstad today is similar 
to other urban developments of the same time (Pandis Iveroth & Brandt, 2011). 
 
In 2011 the citizens’ initiative HS2020 was established, with the aim of developing a new way of 
thinking concerning urban sustainable development. In current urban development practice in Sweden, 



	  
	  

the environmental performance of urban areas is 
addressed mainly at two stages of the area’s service 
life: when it is planned, designed and constructed, and 
when it is in need of substantial renovation, something 
that typically happens many decades after construction 
ended. Between these two stages, the area is generally 
left as it is, no matter how urgent the need to decrease 
environmental impact and despite the possibilities 
provided by technological and social innovation. The 
HS2020 initiative aims to explore how an urban area 
can be developed beyond the windows of opportunity 
of construction and refurbishment, ultimately seeking 
to develop a model for city district management that 
supports a process for continuous improvement, similar 
to the management and maintenance practices in real 
estate. Such a management model however calls for an 
actor constellation that is different from the project organization of new development and 
refurbishment.  
 
This article presents what the HS2020 initiative has accomplished in a three-year course, 2011-2014, 
elaborates on its visions for 2020, and discusses the potential for this initiative to become a model for 
similar processes in other city districts. Furthermore, we discuss if it is feasible for a continuous 
improvement process to be coordinated by a citizen initiative in the longer term. The article comprises 
two parts: an empirical mapping of the historical development of HS2020, and a scenario part in 
which the future of HS2020 is explored. Throughout the study we emphasize the actor perspective, 
linking “What has happened/could happen” and “Who has contributed/should contribute”. Our 
research questions focus on what can be learned from this case in more general terms:  
• What can be learned from what HS2020 has changed in Hammarby Sjöstad so far, concerning 

measures and network organisation?  
• Let us assume that HS2020 is successful in achieving for 2020 what they today strive for; based on 

this assumed success, what can be learned in terms of change and organisation?  
• HS2020 is a unique and temporary project organisation until 2020. What can in more general terms 

be learned on how to establish a viable one, with the aim of continuous improvement of a city 
district? 

 
Thus our aim is to explore urban renewal of a recently developed city district as a means for 
continuous improvement, and to discuss how this unique case can inform other cases of similar 
characteristics, nationally and internationally. We then apply elements of Strategic Niche Management 
(SNM), in order to explore the potentials for developing a viable organisation, and to stimulate the 
discussion on alternative means for urban sustainable development. 
 
The following two sections outline our theoretical framework and methodology. We then give the case 
background and thereafter present our empirical findings, consisting of what has happened until 
present and images of the future, based on the successful outcome of HS2020’s visions and 
programmes. We then proceed to a two-fold analysis, first of the case-study results and then applying 
SNM. Our conclusion and suggestions for future research are presented in the last section. 
 
Theoretical framework 
 
We approach HS2020 as a social innovation, as it arguably has elements of social entrepreneurship 
and the notion of redefining government, blurring the boundaries of conventional decision-making 
through inclusion of a broad range of stakeholders (Nicholls and Murdock, 2012). Sustainability 
research has suggested that urban challenges (social, economic, environmental) cannot be addressed 
through end-of-pipe solutions; instead rapid and extensive transformation is needed. This calls for 
broader forms of collaboration, transcending the conventional boundaries of government and 

Figure 1. Hammarby Sjöstad (City of Stockholm, 2014) 



	  
	  

involving multiple actors and social groups (Bulkeley et al, 2011). For the purpose of this paper the 
socio-technical changes are conceptualized and understood through Strategic Niche Management 
(SNM) and the Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) according to which, under certain circumstances 
innovations can gain momentum and potentially replace or complement current practices. 
 
Strategic Niche Management (SNM) was developed to analyse transitions in high-income countries, 
with the aim to examine if a new technical solution can be accommodated in a certain context and if 
that would be socially acceptable and economically profitable (Kemp et al. 2000, in Steinhilber et al., 
2013). SNM provides a “theoretical framework that informs policy makers about their choice of 
instruments, while also recognizing the open-ended character of the induced change processes” 
(Jørgensen, 2012). We employ this tool for our analysis in order to discuss the potential of HS2020 as 
a citizen initiative-based urban renewal to establish a process of continuous improvement and how this 
could be facilitated, using the analytical framework of Ieromonachou (2005), Kemp et al. (1998) and 
Hoogma et al. (2002). 
 
MLP has been widely employed to analyse cases of historical transitions and to identify potential 
transitions arising from successful projects (Jørgensen, 2012). Researchers have used this model in 
order to assess drivers and barriers for transitions towards low-carbon transport systems (Geels, 2012), 
to study transitions in electricity systems (Verbong and Geels, 2007; Arapostathis et al., 2013) as well 
as the provision of organic food and sustainable housing (Smith and Kern, 2007). Geels (2012) has 
made a thorough analysis on the struggle that radical and innovative ideas typically face against 
existing systems due to mismatches across existing regulations, infrastructures and user practices.  
 
The MLP explores transitions as “non-linear processes that result from the interplay of multiple 
developments at three analytical levels: niches (the locus for radical innovations), socio-technical 
regimes (the locus of established practices and associated rules) and an exogenous socio-technical 
landscape” (Rip and Kemp, 1998; Geels, 2002, 2005 in ibid.). Regimes are embedded in landscapes 
and niches are developed inside or outside the regime. The MLP has shown that transitions are not 
necessarily driven from the bottom up (Geels, 2002); also knowledgeable and resourceful regime 
actors can influence both niches and the conditions for their success (Jørgensen, 2012; Quitzau et al., 
2013).  
 
Just as living laboratories (Evans and Karvonen, 2011), niches are ‘protected spaces’ that allow for 
innovations to gain ground through learning processes, the articulation of expectations and visions and 
the building of social networks, that in due course and under certain circumstances can scale up 
(Kemp et al. 1998 and Hoogma et al. 2002). In this way, niches provide the seeds for systemic change 
(Geels, 2012). Regimes are sustained by politics and cultural values and beliefs (Geels, 2012), as well 
as technical, physical structures, all typically with great inertia against change. Transitions are 
therefore not consensual, and according to Geels and Schot (2007) their development can follow 
different paths. Landscapes are exogenous to regimes but they influence both the regime and the niche 
processes (Van Driel and Schot, 2005, in ibid.). Changes at this level unfold in decades. 
 
Criticism to the MLP is related to adhering to the model of three distinctly separated levels, the 
assumption that actors belong to only on of the levels (Jørgensen, 2012), and that the spatial 
dimension and cross-scale analysis are under-addressed (Geels, 2012; Nykvist and Nilsson, 2015; 
Hodson and Marvin, 2010).  
 
Notions of collective action and actor perspectives 
 
To support data collection and analysis, elements of other theoretical frameworks were used, such as 
on governance and actor networks. Governance refers to the collaboration of institutions and actors, 
the blurring of boundaries and responsibilities, it has a focus on power dependencies in actor relation 
and on self-governing actor networks, and on organisations’ capacity to get things done (Stoker, 1998). 
Notions of collective action as in governance or socio-technical transitions are often found in the 
contemporary discussion on sustainable development (Bulkeley et al., 2011).  



	  
	  

 
Actor-Network Theory (ANT) and Social Network Analysis (SNA) can shed light on actor-network 
properties that are not thoroughly addressed by the MLP. Elements of these research traditions gave 
input to our analysis of the actor network of HS2020 and the prerequisites for it to scale up. ANT 
theorists consequently use the term “socio-technical network” or “heterogeneous network” (Cressman, 
2009) and interpret transformation as a result of the interactions between politics, policies, 
technologies and social order. According to Steen (2010) there is a clear correlation between the 
strength of an actor network and its ability to succeed.  
 
Social Network Analysis (SNA) conceptualizes social relations as nodes and ties, where nodes 
represent the actors and ties the relations connecting them. Thus SNA focuses on actors’ interactions 
(Borgatti et al., 2009) and highlights their importance for innovation. In addition, SNA can help to 
explain the relationship between learning and the actors’ converging expectations (Caniëls and Romijn, 
2008). By analysing the properties of the actor network, we can in turn see how they affect innovation 
incubation. 
 
Methodology 
 
To map, analyse and discuss the development, evolution and potential of HS2020, our analysis uses a 
case study approach (Yin, 1994; Stake, 1995; Johansson, 2005; Flyvbjerg 2006). Although the main 
characteristics of the case study is the focus on what is unique, Flyvbjerg (2006) suggests that it can be 
used to generalize and provide with universal knowledge, depending on the case and how it is chosen. 
If a case is ‘critical’ and ‘strategic’, then its findings are in no way inferior to knowledge obtained 
from a multitude of cases: “atypical or extreme cases often reveal more information because they 
activate more actors and more basic mechanisms in the situation studied” (ibid.). We argue that 
HS2020 is an information-rich, unique and interesting case, the study of which is relevant in the on-
going discussion on urban transitions and sustainability. In Flyvbjerg’s (2006) terms, HS2020 would 
qualify as ‘extreme’ or ‘deviant’, ‘critical’ and ‘paradigmatic’ and we use it in order to stimulate the 
discussion on urban sustainable development as gradual, continuous improvement. 
 
Our study had traits of action-research (Reason and Bradbury, 2001; Elfors and Svane, 2008), since 
we actively provided feedback to the HS2020 team, in the sense of an external viewpoint on strengths, 
weaknesses and opportunities of their organisation. Therefore we organised seminars with the project 
leaders of HS2020 where we discussed and commented on their visions and programmes and gave 
recommendations based on our study. Instead of giving a prognosis on HS2020’s potential to succeed, 
we choose to clarify and concretise the projects’ visions and programmes in terms of Images of the 
Future or scenarios (Börjesson et al., 2006; List, 2004). Thus our images of the future are explorative 
and normative rather than predictive (Börjesson et al., 2006). They were used to estimate HS2020’s 
potential reductions in Hammarby Sjöstad’s energy use and climate impacts, and to assess the 
contributions to the environmental and social aspects of urban sustainable development in Hammarby 
Sjöstad. Data collection was based on literature on Hammarby Sjöstad, through semi-structured 
interviews, focus groups and workshops with key actors, e-mail correspondence, newspaper articles 
and online material, and through attending HS2020 meetings. 
 
HS2020: development over time and possible outcome  
 
HS2020 aims to increase civic engagement and citizen benefits, and to create an innovative and 
entrepreneurial climate that can be applied elsewhere; it aims to make Hammarby Sjöstad an 
internationally attractive urban living lab as well as a local and global meeting place; and last but not 
least, it anticipates growth and community benefits. This should come about through the co-operation 
between enterprises as innovators, through the inclusion of the citizens’ associations as demand 
shapers, and through the involvement of academia, the city administrations and the general public 
(Svane and Evliati, 2014).  
 



	  
	  

The parent organisation of HS2020 is the Hammarby Sjöstad Association, which was created in 2003 
when local housing co-operatives established into a non-profit organization with the aim to pursue 
common interests (Sjöstadsföreningen, 2013). HS2020 was formed by a group of citizens, who 
utilized their personal networks to involve others in what soon became a growing group of individuals 
and companies with professional experience from various fields. Since it was officially launched in 
March 2011, HS2020 has developed a network of actors and partners from private enterprises, local 
and regional authorities and research institutes. Since 2014, it is coordinated by ElectriCITY economic 
association. Under its umbrella, there are eight projects with their respective visions, programmes and 
partner-actor network organisations, of different structure and degree of establishment, which are 
changing over time. All projects are united under the vision of “Renewing a new city” to make 
Hammarby Sjöstad in 2020 a city district with considerably lower environmental impact and stronger 
social sustainability.  
 
Our findings relate to the organisational development of HS2020. The first part presents our mapping 
of key events and actor network development between 2011 and 2014, which comprises “what has 
happened to date”. These events relate to project organisation, that is building actor networks and 
formulating visions and programmes. Project implementation is yet to occur. The second part presents 
the HS2020 visions and programmes for Hammarby Sjöstad in 2020, compiled as images of the future. 
As mentioned, these are based on the assumption that HS2020 has been successful, which makes the 
images the explorative part of our study. Six of these images were evaluated against the Swedish 
Environmental Quality Objectives. We then apply SNM and elements from SNA in order to assess the 
organisations viability and potential to move from niche to regime level. In the following, we give a 
summary and indicate their potential contributions to urban sustainable development according to our 
evaluation. 
 
Development over time: three years of organisation building 
 
Shortly after HS2020 was established in 2011, projects on electromobility (Elbil2020), energy 
efficiency in buildings (HS2020/Energi) and culture (nowadays the Hammarby Sjöstad Opera) were 
developed (Svane and Evliati, 2014). In the course of the following year, Elbil2020 and 
HS2020/Energi strengthened their organisational structure, and partners such as the Swedish Energy 
Agency, Volvo Buses and the energy provider Vattenfall joined the project, financing a pre-study for 
fossil fuel free transport solutions. The City’s Environment Administration and KTH, The Royal 
Institute of Technology, mapped the buildings’ energy performance and as a consequence 
HS2020/Energi adopted the vision “under 100kWh/m2/year”. Furthermore, a project on ICT, 
“Hammarby Sjöstad on the cellphone” formed partnership with media firm Stampen and KTH, and by 
the end of 2012 received a grant from research funder Vinnova for the project. 
 
HS2020 projects continued to evolve and develop during 2013, receiving funding from EU and from 
the Swedish Energy Agency for a pre-study for HS2020/Energi (BeBo, 2013). On the other hand, 
HS2020 did not qualify for long-term funding from Vinnova as a local innovation platform, due to the 
lack of formalised structure. During the same year, HS2020/Energi took further steps in project 
implementation through energy inspections of more than 15 housing cooperatives, the establishment 
of an energy network for housing cooperatives and an expert team. A new business model for “Target-
oriented Energy Management” was initiated as a pilot-project in one housing co-operative. A project 
for developing the nearby downhill ski centre, Hammarby Hill, got a strong partner only temporarily 
when the Olympic Committee indicated interest, and the report on “Hammarby Sjöstad on the 
cellphone” was completed by the end of the year. 
 
Early in 2014, the establishment of ElectriCITY as a more formalised organisation began. ElectriCITY 
is an economic association and the ”umbrella organisation” for HS2020 projects aiming to become a 
research and demo arena. Several partners from business and academia have joined and more were 
expected to join throughout the year. In brief, during its first three years, HS2020 has been successful 
in building extensive and relevant actor networks for its projects, and in formulating visions and 
programmes consistent with the field of influence of these actors; to pursue actual change is with a 



	  
	  

few exceptions lying in the future. Figures 2 and 3 depict the actor networks for the projects in electric 
mobility and energy efficiency by the end of 2014. Ties between actors are of three types: a) 
formalised agreement or established cooperation, in form of consultancy agreement or other formal 
agreement. The partner contributes to the project in non-monetary ways and has a specific role. Ties of 
this kind are indicated with a thin line; b) funding. Ties of this kind are indicated with a bold line; c) 
mutual learning, sharing experiences and potentially formalised cooperation. There are no established 
tasks or formalised responsibilities. Nodes are in dialogue, sharing their experiences resulting in 
mutual learning. Ties of this kind are indicated with a dotted line.  
 
 

 
Figure 2. Actor network in Elbil2020 

 



	  
	  

 
 
Figure 3. Actor network in HS2020/Energi 

 
 
Visions and expected outcome, seen from the future 
 
Our images of the future outline what HS2020 has supposedly achieved by 2020, assuming that the 
project partners are successful in realising present visions and programmes. Since the eight HS2020 
projects are widely varying in ambition and actor network, the Images also vary widely. They are 
summarised in the following. Their respective contributions to sustainable urban development were 
assessed in our project, using the Swedish Environmental Quality Objectives as tool. This too, is 
summarised in the following.  
 
By 2020, ElectriCITY is an economic association, an innovation platform and an active partner in 
HS2020’s different subprojects. It acts as an information centre nationally and internationally, it is a 
network for companies and academia and an urban living laboratory. Its contributions to urban 
sustainable development are indirect, through the projects for which ElectriCITY is a supporting 
partner. 
 
HS2020/Energi has by 2020 directly contributed to urban sustainable development through what the 
Environmental Quality Objectives define as “reduced climate impact” and “good built environment”. 
In 2020, private companies provide target-oriented energy management to housing co-operatives and 
rental apartments. Energy systems for heating, hot water, electricity and ventilation have been 
optimised and several co-operatives have invested in heat recycling or photovoltaics. The electric 
network and the district heating system have become smarter through ICT solutions, facilitating 
communication with residents, property managers and other stakeholders. In this way, HS2020, 
housing co-operative boards, local information centres and others have succeeded in engaging 
residents in energy issues and maintenance of their buildings. Indoor temperature and hot water use 
are reduced and there is a gradual shift towards more energy efficient appliances and environmentally 
conscious eating habits.  
 
Elbil 2020 contributes to the Environmental Quality Objectives of  “reduced climate impact”, “clean 
air” and “good built environment”. In 2020 there is charging infrastructure for electric vehicles and car 
sharing has become easily accessible in Hammarby Sjöstad. In parallel, total car use has decreased. To 
a growing extent, public transport uses electric or hybrid vehicles and services are more frequent. 
Residents are actively involved in local activities and their changed habits push the development to a 
certain extent.  
 
In 2020, the Recycling project contributes to the objective “good built environment”. Collaboration 
between the City of Stockholm and the private company has made waste management more 



	  
	  

convenient for residents, while reuse and recycling have increased. The project for Water Technology 
contributes to the objectives “good built environment” and “flourishing lakes and streams”. In 2020, 
HS2020’s involvement in the experimental sewage treatment plant Sjöstadsverket, owned by KTH and 
research institute IVL, has led to the development of new water technology. The local wastewater is 
cleaner and more biogas is produced as renewable fuel. Part of this development concerns the whole 
city but it is pursued locally.  
 
The app Sjöstaden on the cellphone is by 2020 used by many residents and locals, providing with local 
information of all kinds, such as energy performance of buildings, opportunities for collaborative 
consumption and marketing. Developed in cooperation with several companies, it impacts on 
everyday habits and facilitates other projects, as for example Elbil2020 and HS2020/Energi. The 
online local newspaper also functions as a virtual “meeting place” and information centre. 
 
The Hammarby Hill Ski Centre creates increased opportunities for skiing activities and therefore it 
contributes to the objective “good built environment”. In 2020 providers of new kinds of buildings and 
offices have been involved in providing all-year-round (indoor) skiing. Even non-locals use the new 
slope and trail, and locals travel less to other places in Sweden or abroad. Finally, the Online Opera 
project contributes to “good built environment”, offering culture of high quality for residents and 
others, mainly based on Internet resources. 
 
Discussion 
 
The evolution of HS2020 projects and its organisation provides us with lessons on the objects and 
agents of change in urban renewal processes on city district level. HS2020 started in 2011 with a 
roughly defined idea of what should be changed. In three years, visions and programmes were 
concretised and extensive informal actor networks were developed. The objects and agents of change 
have thus been established and integrated. Project implementation, with few exceptions (Online Opera 
project, target oriented energy management, electric vehicle rentals) extends into the future. However, 
project organisation, we argue, is information rich and offers several lessons to be learned. 
 
We organised focus groups and workshops for HS2020 participants to create images of the future 
based on their visions and programmes. This visualised the objects of change – the fact that it is 
possible to identify an extensive set of measures that contribute to a newly built area’s sustainable 
development. It is well known that Hammarby Sjöstad is profiled as “twice as good” as other 
developments from the same time; nevertheless HS2020 has identified large potentials to lower 
environmental impacts, in particular reduce energy use and climate impacts. Moreover there are 
possibilities for social and cultural development. Since the potentials are there in spite of Hammarby 
Sjöstad being such a prestigious development, we learn that other city districts in Sweden built at 
about the same time and of similar characteristics, could be gradually improved in a similar manner. 
 
A second lesson concerns the agents of change. HS2020 illustrates that it is possible to build networks 
of the actors needed to renew a new city. Networks of private companies, public authorities, housing 
co-operatives and others were developed based on the projects’ visions and programmes. This 
assumed, desirable outcome was in its turn adjusted to what was realistic for these actors to achieve, 
thus the actor networks and the visions and programmes are integrated. However, with a few 
exceptions the networks are at large informal and not solidly financed (the exceptions being 
ElectriCITY and Elbil2020). Most contacts between network actors and partners go through the 
project leaders of HS2020, making the projects dependent on the umbrella organisation, which 
functions as a driver, project leader and coordinator. Furthermore, the networks were developed on the 
initiative of certain proactive people who had the time and resources to do so. This dependency on 
individuals makes the networks vulnerable. Furthermore, such ability to take action is unique, as 
normally there are no such actors in new city district to initiate such projects.  
 
As a result, if a new city district is to be renewed in a similar way to what is happening in Hammarby 
Sjöstad, there must be an equally proactive initiator and coordinator, though not necessarily a citizens’ 



	  
	  

initiative. It can be for example a more established organisation, such as the City taking the initiative 
to build a network, or a company to develop a concept. As was indicated in the introduction, our 
article does not assess how probable it is for HS2020’s visions and programmes to be realized. Instead 
we assume that they do so, concretise what that would mean in our images of the future, and based on 
them we explore the lessons learned about what can change and by whom. Let us, therefore, look back 
from 2020 at eight, presumably, successful years of HS2020. What lessons, in terms of change and 
organisation, can be useful? 
 
Our images of the future illustrate what has changed in Hammarby Sjöstad by 2020, but they are not 
as clear concerning the actors of change. According to the images, Hammarby Sjöstad in 2020 is a 
district with considerably lower energy use and climate impact. Other aspects of environmental 
sustainability have also improved. Buildings are more energy efficient, total travel and the amount of 
vehicles running on fossil fuels has decreased. ICT contributed through information dissemination via 
applications available to residents and non-residents alike. ICT was also used to make energy systems 
smarter. Recycling is well functioning and wastewater, to a greater extent, became a resource. 
Residents have more options for leisure through the Online Opera and Hammarby Hill and are better 
informed on local activities through the app and the local, online newspaper. If this becomes real, we 
can conclude that it was indeed possible to renew a new city, even though the built environment as 
well as its managers and users often show great inertia against change. 
 
The images of the future indicate a number of contributions to urban sustainable development. Thus 
we can conclude that systematically renewing a new city district would to a large extent contribute to 
the Swedish Environmental Quality Objectives of Good Built Environment, Energy Efficiency and 
Lower Climate Impact. Besides a qualitative assessment of contributions to these Objectives, we also 
quantified reductions of energy use and climate impacts. This was done through “negotiated 
simulations” in focus groups with HS2020 participants (Svane and Evliati, 2014). A computerised 
model developed at KTH Energy Technology was adapted for this purpose. Preliminary findings 
indicate that the images, if realised, would reduce both energy use and its impacts by about one fifth. 
This figure should be seen in the perspective of Hammarby Sjöstad being newly built and a high-
prestige project. 
 
If the images are to become true, HS2020 as a temporary, loosely connected actor network has to be 
replaced by formalised relations, based on contract and economy, between end users as demand 
shapers, and suppliers of services and goods as innovators (Hollander, 1998). It also calls for new 
forms of long-lasting co-operation between private and public sector. In other words, the network 
coordinators of HS2020 must develop contacts between demand shapers and innovators so that the 
initiators are not needed in the long run. Furthermore, if HS2020 is to serve as an example for other 
areas and therefore contribute to continuous improvement, these areas need a viable and capable 
organisation that can establish and co-ordinate the networks in a similar way to what HS2020 has done. 
City districts with similar needs and conditions are found in other high-income countries, thus 
initiatives of similar kind could contribute to urban renewal internationally. However, the network has 
to be built by local actors, depending on local circumstances and specificities. 
 
In order to assess HS2020 as a niche for continuous improvement and its potential to compete with the 
current practice (regime), empirical data were analysed using SNM. We did this in order to shed light 
to possibilities and limitations for HS2020 or a similar organisation to go from niche to regime level. 
To answer our third research question, the projects’ organisational viability was therefore assessed 
using a checklist based on the frameworks of Ieromonachou (2005) and Kemp et al. (1998) who 
identify six niche characteristics for successful implementation. These are partner-actor networks, 
motivations, visions and expectations, learning, public and political acceptance, project champions and 
flexibility. Furthermore, following Hoogma et al. (2002), we include the aspect of prevailing regime 
characteristics. Thus, in our analysis we use these two frameworks combined. 
 
i. Partner-actor networks. According to SNM, social processes occurring within niches can under 
certain circumstances make the niche innovation scale up. One such process is the building of partner-



	  
	  

actor networks. For the purpose of our analysis, we define “actors” as individuals, organizations, 
scientific groups and public or private entities actively taking part in the projects. “Partners” are more 
loosely defined, as of our empirical data, as those who do not necessarily finance the projects, but 
contribute with time, know-how, links to contacts and products. 
 
Within HS2020 there are different sorts of partnerships and levels of contribution within a growing 
network; however, the majority works on voluntary basis. Consequently, the present low share of 
economic or contractual bonds can in the long run indirectly make it difficult for HS2020 to attract 
new partners and also to make the existing ones work consistently, demonstrating a stable and reliable 
organization structure. However, prospective partnerships can still be attractive for other reasons, such 
as access to a set of contacts and future revenues.  
 
In general, SNM recognises that growing social networks over time result in expanding innovations’ 
social and economic resource bases (Kemp et al., 1998; and Hoogma et al., 2002). While resources 
make ideas materialize and gain momentum, they also provide new actors with the motivation to 
involve (Steen, 2010). In the case of HS2020, we observe a growing actor network but an economic 
resource base that is not easy to assess. Although inputs such as knowledge and contacts are useful, 
the present lack of economic bonds can threaten the viability of HS2020. The opposite also seems 
valid: if funding gets more stable and long-term, it should simplify the active, committed participation 
of the various network actors, and also facilitates widening of the network. 
 
ii. Motivations, visions and expectations. In HS2020, the motivation to initiate or take part in the 
different projects was related to personal interest or benefit for one’s own work, for networking, 
socializing and contributing to the community. This is consistent with SNM literature. HS2020 as well 
as its subprojects have visions and programmes, in other words an “explicitly articulated future 
outcome.” This outcome is to be realised by respective actor networks as developed over time, through 
the use of their resources, for example in terms of financing or knowledge. Our empirical data indicate 
that HS2020 actors and partners agree in their specific tasks, within each specific project. However, 
they do not necessarily agree in the overall picture, for example in their view of urban sustainable 
development, nor do they automatically follow the development of other HS2020 projects. 
 
The alignment of motivations, visions and expectations is important for the success of a niche 
innovation, and Kemp et al. (1998) and Hoogma et al. (2002) argue that a clear, joint vision is 
important in attracting attention and funding. If HS2020 is to become a viable, permanent organisation, 
the partners’ common vision needs to be further strengthened on the HS2020 level. 
 
iii. Learning. HS2020 is a citizens’ initiative, but learning processes go beyond learning among local 
citizens. Instead, HS2020 is an urban living lab with mutual lessons to be learned not only by citizens 
but also by other network actors, such as the City of Stockholm, private companies involved and other 
existing and prospective partners. Learning processes extend to even actors that at present are external 
to the project. Niche-development can be evaluated by the level of learning and the level of 
institutional embedding; previous research highlights the need to educate and inform the end users for 
the long-term benefits of the promoted innovation, which also must be understood as a solution to an 
envisaged problem (Ieromonachou, 2005). In our case mutual learning must additionally involve the 
other network partners. Hammarby Sjöstad can therefore be seen in Evans and Karvonen’s (2011) 
terminology as a ‘functional region’, where various actors form a private-public partnership also 
including research institutes, in order to create and test new services or products in real life settings. 
 
iv. Public and Political Acceptance. Acceptance is more difficult to identify and estimate and in the 
main HS2020 projects require active collaboration rather than just acceptance. Public and political 
acceptance are dependent on how project leaders have justified the expected benefits in order to 
involve public opinion and achieve support from local and regional authorities. Concerning public 
acceptance at a local level, a large share of Hammarby Sjöstad housing cooperatives is indirectly 
supporting HS2020 via the aforementioned Hammarby Sjöstad Association that is the umbrella 
organisation. This can be an indicator of public acceptance. However, it tells little about the actual 



	  
	  

degree of citizen engagement in projects. For example in HS2020/Energi resident households have an 
important say in the energy management but much of the actual transformation calls for their co-
operatives’ boards contracting energy managers, which in turn must develop business models adapted 
for that certain type of customer.  
 
By political acceptance is meant the partnership with the local, regional or national authorities rather 
than the alignment to a political party. With partnerships we mean: a) formal agreement involving 
labour time and consultation, b) financial contribution or c) exchange of experiences and mutual 
learning. Our empirical data show that political acceptance through partnerships were difficult to 
achieve, in part due to the City’s involvement in the on-going development of the Royal Seaport, and 
furthermore due to the aforementioned lack of an established role in a city district’s management. The 
most established form of support, involving all three types of partnership, has so far been with the 
City’s Environment Administration. Examples of financial contribution from national and regional 
authorities are the Swedish Energy Agency to Elbil2020 and HS2020/Energi; the agreement with 
public transport provider SL. Also KTH, the Royal Institute of Technology has formed partnerships 
involving financial contribution and mutual learning. 
 
In general, transition management recognizes the importance of public and political acceptance in 
policy diffusion, that is a move of an innovation such as HS2020 from niche to regime level. However, 
public and political acceptance is dependent on the authorities’ perceived benefits and justification of 
the innovations to be diffused (Ieromonachou, 2005). So far, these aspects of HS2020 have not 
attracted the full attention of public bodies on any level. 
 
v. Project champions. HS2020 as a whole is very much – if not entirely – based on and built around 
certain charismatic personalities with large, often nationwide, networks. Besides their own networks, 
initiators of HS2020 have professional experience from different sectors, which makes them both 
knowledgeable and committed to the projects they are working with. Besides, since many of them are 
recently retired, they have more time than the average citizen. These individuals are important door 
openers to their respective professional networks and have a professional-like overview of the projects 
they are leading.  
However, they do not have the capacity to take professional responsibility. Thus, project champions in 
HS2020, and to a large extent also in similar future projects, are a necessary part of the whole, and 
both the strength and the weakness of the developing organization. They can act as network builders 
and catalysts for formalised agreements between customers and providers, but they cannot replace 
them. 
 
vi. Flexibility. Flexibility is the ability of the niche innovation to evolve and respond to changing 
needs and circumstances. Since 2011 the projects of HS2020 have been refined and evolved and 
changes occurred both in their organizational structure and their scope. Project initiators, actors and 
partners agree that organisational structure is not similar to that of established organisations, like 
companies where path dependency is prevalent. Replacing project leaders and adapting visions and 
programmes to the power and influence of the network partners are two examples that can be 
interpreted as flexibility. Although the available empirical data do not suffice to unambiguously assess 
future flexibility as regards funding, interviewees indicated confidence that they will find ways to 
finance their work. 
 
vii. Prevailing regime characteristics. The regime encompassing HS2020 has the following 
characteristics: First, it is the current practice in development and redevelopment projects, where the 
City has a main role as initiator and key actor through for example the Planning Office and the 
Development and Environmental Administrations. Second, the regime is the norm of developing a city 
district without follow-up and maintenance plans by public authorities once end users have moved in. 
This holds true even in cases where performance deviates from the plans; the City proceeds to new 
developments. Third, although governance and participation are gradually imbibing practice, the 
involvement of end users in the planning process is still low. Thus, there is no single actor, nor any 



	  
	  

established project organisation of actors and partners on regime level that can take a similar role as 
niche innovator as the one of citizen initiative HS2020. 
 
Much of the inertia on regime level against niche innovations can also be attributed to the long service 
life and infrequent renewals of the built environment, as well as to entrenched habits and institutional 
frameworks. Together they result in strong path dependency and resistance to radical change. 
Furthermore, there is a preference for purely technical rather than socio-technical solutions to 
environmental and sustainability problems such as energy efficiency and reduced climate impact. 
Although programmes suggested by HS2020 at core often focus on the technical, they offer a social 
context in terms of new forms of actor collaboration.  
 
According to Geels and Schot (2007), niches can have either competitive or symbiotic relationship 
with the regime depending on their aim: in HS2020 there are traits of both because different projects 
have different aims. Elbil2020 for example, has a mainly competitive relationship, aiming to make 
electric vehicles and public transport take market share from cars. On the other hand HS2020/Energi 
has more of a symbiotic relationship, since it aims to use existing energy systems more efficiently. In 
both cases, conflict is present, due to path dependence and the resistance of the socio-technical 
towards deviant solutions.  
 
Niche dynamics and the potential to evolve 
 
As we have seen, niche level networks have emerged – HS2020 has been able to build relevant 
informal organisations of actors and partners, matching its visions and programmes. Based on this, the 
SNM analysis indicates that besides expanding and achieving new partnerships, it is essential to make 
the network resilient to changing circumstances, such as a potential actor or partner withdrawal due to 
conflict or vision misalignment. Resilience can increase through more formalised project cores. As we 
have seen, both HS2020 as a whole and its subprojects (e.g. Elbil2020, HS2020/Energi) are based on 
and developed around a small number of individuals. These individuals are in most cases not tied 
together through formalised bonds. Therefore, a less egocentric network, in SNA terminology, with 
formalised project cores and ditto partnerships is needed. More specifically, contractual agreement, 
both in the core and outside, are necessary in order to ensure collaboration and network stability in the 
long run. In addition, our findings indicate that a formalized organization (e.g. a secretariat) might 
increase HS2020’s credibility for prospective funders, as can be seen from the Vinnova case. 
ElectriCITY is potentially this formalized umbrella organisation of HS2020 projects. 
 
Our SNA shows that the HS2020 initiators are centrally located in their respective actor network. 
However, neither in Elbil2020 nor HS2020/Energi do the initiators have the capacity to act on their 
own in spite of many links passing through them. Thus, such a centrality can be both positive, as 
information goes through the network core, giving the initiators a strong negotiating position, and 
negative, as a possible malfunction in the project cores, will disrupt communication in the rest of the 
ties. In addition, partners linked in flows of mutual learning but without formalised cooperation might 
not want to remain in the network over time. To conclude, the present prevalence of informal ties 
between those forming the core of the projects can threaten the longevity of the actor networks overall 
and hinder the external image of HS2020 to prospective financiers or partners. 
 
However, the HS2020 subprojects have different needs in terms of the actors and the form of 
collaboration needed to move from niche to regime level. Deeper collaboration must in the first hand 
be sought on project level, with those actors important for each respective project. Thus, we cannot 
generalize as regards the kind of partnership necessary for the scaling up of HS2020 as a niche 
innovation. In addition, one must keep in mind that the actor involvement needed now will not 
necessarily remain the same in the future; the projects are flexible and in constant development. 
Different phases in their development are likely to require a different mix of actors and partners, and 
ties will change over time.  
 



	  
	  

Finally we conclude that more emphasis on learning processes is needed. According to SNM, learning 
is one of the fundamental prerequisites for niche innovations to escalate. Learning has many spill over 
effects: it helps visions to align (Kemp et al., 1998; Hoogma et al., 2002), strengthens already existing 
partnerships and makes the projects more known, more accepted and therefore more attractive to 
prospective partners. In other words learning widens and deepens the network, strengthening the 
niche’s potential to move to regime level. In HS2020, there is scope for more learning among partners 
(i.e. more ties translating into a more closed network) in order to achieve vision alignment, clearly 
identify tasks and responsibilities (partner definition) and hold the actor network together. In addition, 
there is scope for more learning towards the external world in order to make the project gain more 
public acceptance and support and achieve higher interest from the public authorities.  
 
Conclusions 
 
The aim of this article was to generate knowledge as regards the potential of a temporary citizen 
driven organisation to establish a structure that will allow for the successful implementation of its 
vision in the field of sustainable urban development. Therefore we followed the development of 
HS2020 in the course of three years. The case was selected because Hammarby Sjöstad was a 
regeneration project, now being a high-income district and marketed as sustainable in Stockholm and 
in Sweden. Even so, a mismatch between the goals set in the development phase of the district and its 
current performance has led to the project initiators develop the vision to ‘renew a new city district’, 
through different sub-projects. As the role of the cities is more and more recognised in sustainable 
development internationally, HS2020 exhibits a new process of continuous improvement and thus 
interesting to observe and analyse. In order to enable our analysis, we employed different theoretical 
tools. We conceptualised HS2020 as a social innovation. In so doing, HS2020 is not a priori regarded 
as contributing to urban sustainable development. Instead, it is treated as an evolving socio-technical 
experiment whose outcome cannot be known in advance. Thus, our images of the future have allowed 
us to concreticise the potential outcome and based on that assess the organisational structure. 
 
The concept of innovation entails change and conflict with established practices, mind-sets, norms, 
political agenda and infrastructure. Transition theory and strategic niche management (SNM) were 
thus employed in order to conceptualize the context within and against which HS2020 is developing, 
as a so called ‘niche innovation’ or ‘urban living lab’. SNM and previous findings in transition studies 
therefore made it possible to analyse HS2020 as a niche innovation developing against the current 
regime. As regimes were perceived the following: public authorities traditionally being the initiator 
and central actor in planning, the lack of follow up in nearly completed urban development projects 
until refurbishment, the automobile industry, user preferences, existing (or lack of) infrastructure and 
insufficient energy management. In that context, we interpret the unsuccessful outcome of funding 
application as inertia and path dependence in favour of the established planning practice, with the City 
being the initiator and central actor in urban development and renewal. 
 
Prior to the SNM analysis, a simplified SNA was performed in order to map involved actors and 
provide an overview of the actor network properties. Elements from SNA were also used in order to 
triangulate the findings from the SNM and compensate for the criticism to the latter for insufficient 
focus on the actor perspective. By using two different theoretical standpoints, in order to analyse the 
empirical data, it was made possible to gain a more holistic insight to the organisational structure of 
HS2020 and discuss its potential to become a viable organisation. 
 
We therefore have argued that the case of HS2020 demonstrates that it is possible to identify measures 
that markedly contribute to urban sustainable development, without the need for extensive physical 
change of a city district's built environment. For these measures to be promoted and enacted, an actor 
network needs to be built, providing a model for city district management that in principle is capable 
to do so. 
 
Whether these measures will be successfully implemented remains to be seen during the 
implementation phase. The influence that this example can have on similar cases remains also to be 



	  
	  

seen. However, with the case at hand being unique in its environmental and sustainability profile, we 
can be certain that many similar, less prestigious projects also have untapped potentials. Further 
research is therefore needed in order to identify the factors that facilitate the transition of such 
organisations from temporary and unique, to more viable and generally applicable. 
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