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ABSTRACT 

Cities around the world are facing challenges of rapid population growth, social inequality, 

environmental degradation and climate change. Within the realm of planning and policy, one 

answer to these issues has been the invention of certification systems to support the transition to 

a sustainable urban development. In the last ten years a number of certification systems for 

sustainable urban development on neighbourhood level have been developed, such as BREEAM 

Communities and LEED Neighborhood Development. Though an important contribution for a 

systematic way to treat sustainability in urban development, such systems have been criticised in 

a number of criteria, among which an important deficiency is their lack of factors for social 

sustainability.  

A new Swedish certification system for neighbourhood level, Citylab Action, is since January 2016 

being tested in a pilot round with twelve Swedish urban development projects. The aim of this 

study was therefore to investigate how three of the pilot projects worked with social sustainability 

and within which areas the Citylab Action Guide best could be developed to support socially 

sustainable urban development. The following research questions were formulated: 

1. What is a relevant understanding of social sustainability for contemporary urban 

development drawing on the academic literature?  

2. How do the selected Citylab Action projects understand and work with social sustainability? 

What are projects’ key challenges for creating socially sustainable neighbourhoods? 

3. What are the projects’ experiences with Citylab Action in relation to their work with social 

sustainability? 

The thesis had a critical approach and took ground in a literature study, which rendered an 

analytical framework and the normative standpoint that social sustainability needs to be 

concerned with increasing social justice. Täby Park, DrottningH and Masthuggskajen were 

selected as cases, and studies involved interviews with two civil servants from each project and 

analysis of planning documents related to the projects’ work with social sustainability. An analysis 

of the empirical material was carried out underpinned by the analytical framework, which 

contained the questions: 

i. How is social sustainability (implicitly) defined and operationalised? 

ii. How is the project oriented in regards to the dualism of development and maintenance? 

iii. Who is considered in the development of the district?  

Results showed theoretical understanding of social sustainability, as well as operational work, 

were very different between projects. Synthesis suggests a key challenge for the projects’ work 

with social sustainability concerns the tendency of marginalising people with less purchasing 

power. For the development of the Citylab Action Guide to better support socially sustainable 

urban development, four proposals are given. The Guide should include: 

1. more aspects for how to work with existing inhabitants, 

2. more distinct aims for projects to execute a comprehensive analysis of the effects on 

segregation patterns, 

3. more attention to the creation of affordable apartments and socially mixed housing, and 

4. aims for considering the seven discrimination grounds and socio-economic status in the 

outcomes of planning. 

Keywords: 

Social sustainability, certification system, sustainable urban development, Citylab Action 
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SAMMANFATTNING 

Städer världen över står idag inför svåra utmaningar såsom befolkningsökning, växande klyftor 

ökande resursanvändning och klimatförändringar. Ett svar på dessa utmaningar har inom policy 

och planering varit utvecklingen av certifieringssystem för att stödja övergången till en hållbar 

stadsutveckling. De senaste tio åren har ett antal certifieringssystem för hållbar stadsutveckling 

på stadsdelsnivå utvecklats, såsom BREEAM Communities och LEED Neighborhood Development. 

Dessa verktyg har utgjort ett viktigt steg framåt för ett systematiskt arbete med hållbarhet i 

stadsutveckling, men också kritiserats för att vara otillräckliga på flera punkter, däribland i sin 

behandling av social hållbarhet.  

Ett nytt svenskt certifieringssystem för stadsdelsnivå, Citylab Action, testas sedan januari 2016 i 

en pilotrunda av tolv svenska stadsutvecklingsprojekt. Föreliggande uppsats avsåg att undersöka 

hur tre av dessa pilotprojekt har arbetat med social hållbarhet, samt inom vilka områden Citylab 

Action-guiden kan utvecklas för att på bästa sätt stödja socialt hållbar stadsutveckling. Följande 

forskningsfrågor formulerades: 

1. Vad är en relevant förståelse av social hållbarhet för dagens stadsutveckling utifrån den 

akademiska litteraturen? 

2. Hur förstår och arbetar de utvalda Citylab Action-projekten med social hållbarhet? Vad är 

projektens största utmaningar för att skapa socialt hållbara stadsdelar? 

3. Vad är projektens erfarenhet av Citylab Action i förhållande till deras eget arbete med social 

hållbarhet? 

Uppsatsen utgick från en kritisk ansats och tog avstamp i en litteraturstudie, som utmynnade i ett 

analytiskt ramverk och den normativa hållningen att arbetet med social hållbarhet måste 

innefatta en ambition att öka den sociala rättvisan. Täby Park, DrottningH och Masthuggskajen 

valdes som fall, och studien innefattade intervjuer med två tjänstepersoner från varje projekt och 

textanalyser av plandokument som var kopplade till projektens arbete med social hållbarhet. En 

analys av det empiriska materialet gjordes utifrån det analytiska ramverket, som innehöll 

frågorna: 

i. Hur är social hållbarhet (implicit) definierat och operationaliserat? 

ii. Hur är projektet orienterat i förhållande till dualismen mellan utveckling och bevarande? 

iii. För vem görs utvecklingen av stadsdelen? 

Resultaten indikerade att förståelsen av social hållbarhet, liksom det operationella arbetet, var 

mycket olika projekten sinsemellan. I sammanvägningen av de olika fallen framstod tendensen att 

marginalisera människor med små ekonomiska resurser att vara en av huvudutmaningarna för 

att skapa social hållbarhet. 

Fyra förslag ges på vad som skulle kunna ändras i Citylab Action-guiden för att på bästa sätt stödja 

utvecklingen av socialt hållbar stadsutveckling: 

1. Om guiden är ämnad att användas för befintliga stadsdelar bör den omfatta fler aspekter 

kring att ta hänsyn till och adressera befintliga invånare.  

2. Guiden bör innehålla tydligare mål för analys av hur projektet påverkar 

segregationsmönster.  

3. Guiden bör ge mer uppmärksamhet till skapandet av billiga lägenheter i socialt 

integrerade stadsdelar.  

4. Guiden bör innehålla mål för att beakta de sju diskrimineringsgrunderna och socio-

ekonomisk status i planeringens fysiska resultat och inte bara i planeringsprocessen. 



5 
 

 

 

 

PREFACE 

This study was conducted as a degree project within an Engineering degree of Energy and 

Environment at the Royal Institute of Technology (KTH). It concludes two years of studies at the 

Master’s programme in Sustainable Urban Planning and Design at KTH. The study was part of a 

research project at the Division of Environmental Strategies Research, which aims to support the 
development of the Swedish certification system Citylab Action. Funds from the research project 

financed travels to interviews. 

I am very aware of the tremendous privilege it is to be living in one of the most peaceful and richest 

countries in the world, where you can study for free at one of the world’s top universities – for 

this I am infinitely grateful. For the work with this thesis in particular I would like to thank my 

supervisor Josefin Wangel Weithz for valuable input throughout the entire process, important 

encouragement when needed and for being such an inspiration, both as an academic and human 

being; Sweco Society and Annelie Helmersdotter Eriksson for taking interest in the thesis, 

supporting me throughout the process and welcoming me in your team; all interviewed civil 

servants for taking your time to partake in the study and sharing your experience and knowledge; 

the Division of Environmental Strategies Research with all its staff for financing travels and for 

being such a heart-warming and world-changing division; the examiner Mathias Höjer for sharp-

sighted review and of course, all family and friends who made these five years not only endurable, 

but unforgettable. 

Thanks! 

 

Pontus Liljefors,  

Stockholm 2 September 2016 

  



6 
 

 

 

 

ABBREVIATIONS 

IUCN – International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources 

SGBC – Sweden Green Building Council 

UNEP – United Nations Environment Programme 

WWF – World Wildlife Fund 

WCED – World Commission on Environment and Development 

WHO – World Health Organization 

  



7 
 

 

CONTENT 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................................................................. 3 

Keywords: .................................................................................................................................................................... 3 

Sammanfattning ............................................................................................................................................................. 4 

Preface ............................................................................................................................................................................... 5 

Abbreviations .................................................................................................................................................................. 6 

1. Introduction ..................................................................................................................................................................... 9 

1.1 Disposition ............................................................................................................................................................. 10 

1.2 Delimitations ........................................................................................................................................................ 10 

1.3 Background ........................................................................................................................................................... 11 

1.3.1 Citylab Action ............................................................................................................................................... 11 

2. Methodology ................................................................................................................................................................. 13 

2.1 Introduction .......................................................................................................................................................... 13 

2.2 Epistemological foundation ............................................................................................................................ 13 

2.2.1 A critical and normative approach ...................................................................................................... 13 

2.2.2. Validity ........................................................................................................................................................... 14 

2.2.3 Generalisability ........................................................................................................................................... 15 

2.3 Research design ................................................................................................................................................... 15 

2.3.1 Literature study .......................................................................................................................................... 15 

2.3.2 Case studies .................................................................................................................................................. 16 

2.3.3 Analysis........................................................................................................................................................... 17 

2.4 Empirical methods ............................................................................................................................................. 17 

2.4.1 Document study .......................................................................................................................................... 17 

2.4.2 Interviews ...................................................................................................................................................... 18 

3. Literature study .......................................................................................................................................................... 21 

3.1 Social sustainability and sustainable development .............................................................................. 21 

3.2 Social sustainability in the city ...................................................................................................................... 23 

3.3 Definitions and themes ..................................................................................................................................... 24 

3.4 Synthesis ................................................................................................................................................................. 26 

3.5 An analytical framework ................................................................................................................................. 27 

4. Case studies .................................................................................................................................................................. 28 

4.1 Täby Park ............................................................................................................................................................... 28 

4.1.1 Social sustainability in planning documents ................................................................................... 29 

4.1.2 Civil servants’ approach to social sustainability ........................................................................... 30 



8 
 

4.1.3 Citylab Action ............................................................................................................................................... 31 

4.1.4 Analysis – Täby Park ................................................................................................................................. 32 

4.2 DrottningH ............................................................................................................................................................. 35 

4.2.1 Social sustainability in planning documents ................................................................................... 37 

4.2.2 Civil servants’ approach to social sustainability ........................................................................... 39 

4.2.3 Citylab Action ............................................................................................................................................... 41 

4.2.4 Analysis – DrottningH............................................................................................................................... 41 

4.3 Masthuggskajen ................................................................................................................................................... 44 

4.3.1 Social sustainability in planning documents ................................................................................... 46 

4.3.2 Civil servants’ approach to social sustainability ........................................................................... 48 

4.3.3 Citylab Action ............................................................................................................................................... 50 

4.3.4 Analysis – Masthuggskajen ..................................................................................................................... 50 

5. Synthesis and discussion ......................................................................................................................................... 52 

5.1 Case studies ........................................................................................................................................................... 52 

5.2 Citylab Action ....................................................................................................................................................... 54 

5.3 Limitations of the study ................................................................................................................................... 56 

5.4 Critical reflection................................................................................................................................................. 56 

6. Conclusions ................................................................................................................................................................... 57 

7. References ..................................................................................................................................................................... 58 

Interviews and personal communication ........................................................................................................ 62 

Täby Park .................................................................................................................................................................. 62 

DrottningH ............................................................................................................................................................... 62 

Masthuggskajen ..................................................................................................................................................... 62 

Planning documents .................................................................................................................................................. 62 

Täby Park .................................................................................................................................................................. 62 

DrottningH ............................................................................................................................................................... 63 

Masthuggskajen ..................................................................................................................................................... 63 

Appendix ............................................................................................................................................................................. 64 

The Citylab Action Guide ......................................................................................................................................... 64 

Foundation ............................................................................................................................................................... 64 

Sustainability goals ............................................................................................................................................... 65 

Process management ........................................................................................................................................... 67 

 

  



9 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The quest to create sustainable cities might be one of the most important of our time. Never have 

so many people lived in cities, neither in Sweden nor in the world, and yet numbers are increasing 

(Svanström, 2015; The World Bank, 2013). At the same time, globalisation, societal restructuring 

and economic crisis have made cities the scene of challenges of segregation, inequality and 

polarisation (European Union, 2011). Moreover, the environmental crisis is deepening with 

planetary boundaries being crossed, risking collapse of the systems essential for human survival 

(Steffen et al., 2015). Finding a way of reconciling these trends and creating truly sustainable cities 

is imperative for a tolerable future.  

Many initiatives have formed to support and guide a more sustainable urban development, 

including principles and policies proposed by policy-makers, practitioners and researchers alike 

(Wangel et al., 2016). However, such principles, though serving as a good starting point for what 

aspects to focus on within urban development, rarely give concrete aims and lack assessability 

(ibid.). 

A more developed strategy for supporting the development of sustainable cities comprises 

certification systems for sustainable urban development. Such certification systems aim to guide 

development projects towards more sustainable outcomes by providing a “predefined set of 

criteria and assessable indicators” (Wangel et al., 2016, p. 200). Furthermore, as receiving 

sustainability benchmarking and certification is a market advantage for properties, certification 

systems function to create voluntary market drivers (ibid.). 

For a little over ten years, a number of systems for certification of sustainable neighbourhoods 

have been developed, including the British BREEAM Communities, the American LEED 

Neighborhood Development, the Australian Green Star Communities and the Japanese CASBEE-

UD (Sharifi & Murayama, 2013). All of the above mentioned have been developed by, or with 

involvement from, National Green Building Councils, which are member based organisations 

aiming to support a transformation to a sustainable property industry (World Green Building 

Council, 2016). 

Since 2010, Sweden Green Building Council (SGBC) has been developing a new certification 

system, Citylab Action, intended to guide development on the neighbourhood scale in a Swedish 

context. After abandoning the idea to adapt BREEAM Communities for Swedish conditions, the 

project of forming an independent manual was intensified (SGBC, 2014). A pilot version of the 

manual has now been presented and is being tested in twelve urban development projects in 

Sweden since January 2016 (SGBC, 2015).  

Earlier certification systems for sustainable neighbourhoods such as BREEAM Communities and 

LEED for Neighbourhood Development have been found lacking in their assessment of social 

sustainability (Berardi, 2013; Sharifi & Murayama, 2012). In order to support the development of 

the social dimensions of the Citylab Action Guide, the purpose of this thesis is to investigate the 

work with social sustainability in three pilot projects in Citylab Action. The main aim of this study 

is therefore to answer the question 

Within which areas could the Citylab Action Guide best be developed to support socially sustainable 

urban development? 

Social sustainability is a highly ambiguous and contested concept, and there are many attempts 
among academics to define it or discern its constituents and how it can be handled in urban 

development (e.g. Vallance et al., 2011; Weingaertner & Moberg, 2011; McKenzie, 2004; Manzi et 
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al., 2010; Littig & Griessler, 2005; Dempsey et al., 2011). However, there is little academic 

literature exploring how social sustainability is in fact understood and treated by civil servants 

themselves in urban development projects. Therefore, the collected objectives for this thesis is to 

answer the following questions: 

 

1. Drawing on the academic literature defining and exploring social sustainability, what is a 

relevant understanding of social sustainability for contemporary urban development?  

2. How do the selected Citylab Action projects understand and work with social sustainability? 

What are the projects’ key challenges for creating socially sustainable neighbourhoods? 

3. What are the projects’ experiences with Citylab Action in relation to their work with social 

sustainability? 

At the end of the study the results from these three questions will be synthesised and the insights 

drawn from the synthesis will be used in an analysis of the Citylab Action Guide in order to fulfil 

the aim of the study.  

 

1.1 DISPOSITION 

The outline of the thesis is similar to a classic IMRAD-disposition. After the Introduction, including 

a short description of Citylab Action, follows the Methodology part, which incorporates 

epistemological foundation, research design and empirical methods. Thereafter the Literature 

study is presented, concluding with the resulting analytical framework. The three Case studies 

constitute the following section, in the order Täby Park, DrottningH and Masthuggskajen. Each 

case study has the same disposition with a presentation of the project, a review of planning 

documents, interviews with civil servants, a section on Citylab Action and a concluding analysis. 

Following the case studies is the Synthesis and discussion, which is divided into four parts with a 

focus on Case studies, Citylab Action, Limitations of the study and a Critical reflection. The thesis 

ends with Conclusion and the ensuing References. 

 

1.2 DELIMITATIONS 

According to the Swedish Planning and Building Act, planning of land and water in Sweden is a 

municipal affair. Still, contemporary planning is a complex governance process with influences 

from the European level, the national level and the regional level (Nyström & Tonell, 2012). Also 

on the municipal level, planning is a multifaceted process engaging politicians, civil servants, 

enterprises, citizens and others (ibid.) This thesis focuses on the municipal level of planning and 

the perspectives of civil servants within the municipality.  

Therefore, the empirical material is delimited to interviews with civil servants and studies of 
planning documents. Hence, the political direction of the municipality, which has a decisive role 

in planning, is only investigated from the perspective of civil servants. 

Furthermore, the focus of this study is on the Citylab Action Guide. The Citylab Action Program 

also entails a participative part with a number of meetings gathering all the participating projects. 

Though interviews with civil servants covered the experience with the Citylab Action program in 

its entirety, no observational studies were made of Citylab Action meetings or other activities. 
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1.3 BACKGROUND 

Here follows a short introduction of Sweden Green Building Council’s program Citylab Action. 

1.3.1 Citylab Action  

Citylab Action is a platform for urban development projects developed by Sweden Green Building 

Council with the vision “To create a common process that engages and leads to sustainable urban 

development” (SGBC, 2016a, p. 3). The process of creating the platform has lasted for six years 

and has involved a multitude of organisations including municipalities, consulting firms, 

universities, real estate firms and building companies (ibid.).  

The platform comprises a printed Guide that formulates sustainability goals and gives a 

framework for process management (sv. processtyrning), a participative Program for partaking 

projects to meet and a Certification process, which, however, has not yet been fully developed 

(SGBC, 2016b). The first pilot version of the Citylab Action Program was initiated in January 2016 

and included twelve Swedish urban development projects around the country (ibid.).   

The Citylab Action Guide is designed to support urban development projects in planning stages 

and enable a more complete approach to sustainability. This is done through facilitating the 

establishment of what Citylab Action calls a sustainability program and an action and follow-up 

plan. In the sustainability program the project’s conditions, visions, aims and process management 

should be described, whereas the action and follow-up plan should define planned measures to 

accomplish aims and the design of the follow-up (SGBC, 2016a). 

The Guide consists of three parts, an introductory Foundation, a middle section with Sustainability 

goals and the closing part on Process management. The Foundation outlines the overarching aim 

of Citylab Action, seven principles that should guide the work and ten desired effects which should 

apply to the project, the city, the region, the country and globally. In the section on Sustainability 

goals 17 aims are presented, each one including a number of paragraphs with guidelines on what 

should be accounted for. In the last part, Process management, the aspects of organisation, 

cooperation, participation and innovation is addressed, outlining what should be accounted for in 

the process (SGBC, 2016a). (For more details on the Citylab Action Guide, see Appendix). 

In one way, aspects relating to social sustainability could be found everywhere in the Guide, as, in 

the end, all aspects of cities is part of and will affect our social systems directly, or indirectly. 

However, looking for social sustainability in the Guide from a more delimited viewpoint of 

supporting social justice in urban development, there are only a few formulations to be found. 

Under Principles is stated “The starting point is that sustainable urban development is created 

through inclusive cooperation with all groups of society, from social, cultural, environmental and 

economic goals” (SGBC 2016a, p. 4 [own translation, italicisation in original]). 

Desired effects includes the aim “Equality and social cohesion” which is formulated “Increasing 

social gaps is unsustainable from an ethical, democratic and national economic sense. Therefore 

it is important to create conditions for equality and social cohesion with respect for human 

freedom and possibilities, in particular the right to good living standard, and reasonable prices.” 

(SGBC 2016a, p. 7 [own translation, italicisation in original]). Moreover, “Participation and 

influence” is a desired effect in which it is stated “Participation and influence is a fundamental 

prerequisite and should concern everyone, with respect to gender, ethnicity or religious 

affiliation, disability, age and socio-economic status. Lack of possibility to affect living conditions 

is related to health.” (SGBC 2016a, p. 7 [own translation, italicisation in original]) 

Among the seventeen Sustainability goals there are three formulations that could be related to 

social justice. Goal 1: Buildings states “Land should be used in a resource efficient way, adapted to 
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local conditions, where existing and new buildings are connected to attain a physically connected 

and socially integrated city.” (SGBC 2016a, p. 13 [own translation and italicisation]). Under goal 3: 

Functions is the aspect 3.4 stating “Analysis and strategy for how the urban development project 

can contribute to meet the housing need in immediate surroundings, the city and region, and at 

the same time counteract spatial socio-economic segregation” (SGBC 2016a, p. 15, [own translation 

and italicisation]). Lastly there is the goal 7: Places which has the formulation “The built and 

natural environment should offer safe and secure public and semi-public places and patches for 

people no matter background, gender, disability and age.” (SGBC 2016a, p. 20 [own translation and 

italicisation]).  

  

 

 

  



13 
 

2. METHODOLOGY 

In this section follows a description of the methodology that constitutes the ground work for this 

thesis. After an initial introduction, the second part comprises a discussion on the epistemological 

foundation upon which the thesis is built. Third, a discussion of the design of the research process 

follows, and lastly an explanation of the methods used for constructing the empirical material, 

document studies and interviews, are given. 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

To understand how Citylab Action best could support socially sustainable urban development, 

this thesis took ground in two complementary parts, one theoretical and one empirical. The 

theoretical understanding oriented the design, construction and analysis of the empirical 

material. In the last phase of the thesis findings from the study were used to analyse the Citylab 

Action Guide and provide suggestions for improvements. 

The theoretical part was composed of a literature study of contemporary academic articles 

concerned with defining or discerning the meaning of social sustainability. The aim of the 

literature study was to orientate between different understandings of social sustainability and 

define a meaning that was relevant for contemporary urban development in Sweden and this 

thesis. 

The empirical part consisted of qualitative case studies of three Citylab Action pilot projects’ work 

with social sustainability. The choice of qualitative case studies was based on an ambition to 

investigate the actual planning practice as expressed and experienced in the planning process.  

A qualitative methodology is often useful for studying fields that involve the complexity of social 

interactions with values and norms as some of these dimensions just will not lend themselves to 

quantification (Ahrne & Svensson, 2015). For the investigation of the highly value-laden concept 

social sustainability, and its interpretation in planning processes at municipalities, the qualitative 

methodology was therefore found suitable. 

2.2 EPISTEMOLOGICAL FOUNDATION 

In this part the epistemological foundation, a critical and normative approach, for the thesis is 

discussed. Moreover, the issues of validity and generalisability for the study are addressed. 

2.2.1 A critical and normative approach 

Within modern social science it has often been conveyed that research benefits from a critical 

approach (Flyvbjerg, 2001), and planning research with a critical approach has been deemed a 

valuable field for development of the planning practice (Friedmann, 2003). This critical approach 

goes beyond the regular critical thinking expected from all kind of academic work, in which the 

focus is to look for mistakes and biases in knowledge production (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). 

Instead the critical approach intended here alludes to a broader meaning of exposing and giving 

insight to “fundamentally problematic conditions and ways of thinking” (ibid., p. 5, [own 

translation]) 

This thesis adopts a critical approach such as that outlined by Alvesson and Deetz (2000). It aims 

to investigate the concept social sustainability, how it is constructed in the literature and in the 

field, and how these constructions affect planning and in particular social issues. By using a critical 

approach the construction of social sustainability can be put in perspective, and hopefully lead to 

new insights that eventually can create a planning that better deals with the social issues of the 

city. In this way the approach is also normative, as it aims to change the planning to something 
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considered better (Loit, 2014). To some extent a critical approach is always normative as the 

critique usually comes from an understanding that something should be different (ibid.). 

Alvesson and Deetz (2000) present three elements as important for a critical approach: (1) a 

process of interpretation that leads to new insight, (2) critique that deconstructs and 

problematizes social constructions in power and dominance terms and (3) a transformative 

revaluation that enables a new way of experiencing the social reality. Transformative revaluation 

aims to go beyond only providing critique, which can be perceived as negative, not leading to any 

changes of the situation. Instead Alvesson and Deetz (2000) asks the researcher to inspire new 

ways of seeing and acting on reality, for example by lifting alternative and suppressed discourses.  

Two more perspectives from Alvesson and Deetz’s (2000) account are worth addressing because 

of their importance for the approach of this thesis. First, according to their perspective, theory is 
not only applied to the ‘empirical data’ during analysis, but rather theory is part of how we view 

the world and how the empirical material is constructed (ibid.). Second, this thesis shares Alvesson 

and Deetz’s (ibid.) conviction that all social science research is in the end political. Political not in 

the sense of conventional ideas of power and politics, but in the sense of “the dominance of certain 

values and interests” (p. 146 [own translation]), which inevitably must guide our choices also in 

research.   

2.2.2. Validity 

Inherent in qualitative methodology is an interpretative approach based on the idea that “people 

create and construct their social reality” (Dalen, 2011, p.14). From such a standpoint the observer 

is also making interpretations, and hence there is no single objective reality, but rather a multitude 

of subjective realities (ibid.). This subjective nature of qualitative methodology has often led to it 

being criticised for not being scientific (Lantz, 2007). Kvale and Brinkmann (2014) however, 

argue that such a critique in principle belongs to an obsolete view on the construction of 

knowledge, and Flyvbjerg (2011) emphasises that quantitative and qualitative methods are 

complementary and both needed in order to understand human affairs. 

Still, certain requirements exist for qualitative research, as any research, to hold validity (Kvale 

and Brinkmann, 2014). Ahrne and Svensson (2015) highlight three ways to increase credibility of 

qualitative studies: transparency, triangulation and feed-back to ‘the field’. For this thesis, 

transparency is particularly considered in the Discussion and the Methodology sections, where the 

aim is to give the reader a clear picture of how the thesis has been executed. Triangulation can 

partly be identified in the use of several data sources in each case study, though simultaneously, 

there are several parts of the result for which triangulation is not possible, such as some of civil 

servants’ statements. Notwithstanding, from a postmodern perspective it is neither possible nor 

desirable to triangulate ones way to “the truth”. Feed back to ‘the field’ has been done by 

communicating with civil servants regarding results from the empirical study. 

For interview studies, Kvale and Brinkmann (2014) emphasise the importance to be aware of the 

very specific “knowledge producing context” (p. 124) that an interview is. The interpersonal 

situation that constitutes the interview implies anything but a neutral or objective situation, which 

requires the researcher to be critical and problematise the role as interviewer, the interviewee’s 

role as informant and the interview itself (ibid.).  

  



15 
 

2.2.3 Generalisability 

Context plays an important role in social sciences’ construction of knowledge (Loit, 2014). 

Flyvbjerg (2001) argues that context is decisive for “what social science is and can be” (p. 9), and 

that contextual awareness constitutes one of social sciences’ strengths. With the post-modern 

rejection of universal knowledge follows more locally oriented, context-dependent knowledge, 

which has crucial meaning for generalisability (Kvale, 1997). “Knowledge acquired in one context 

is not automatically generalisable or comparable with knowledge from other contexts” (Kvale, 

1997, p. 47 [own translation]). 

Context dependency becomes even more distinguished in case study research, which has 

sometimes inferred a conclusion that one cannot generalise from case studies. Flyvbjerg (2006), 

however, asserts that though generalisation is far from the only criteria to judge the quality of 

research, generalisation from case studies can be fully valid though it is often done in other ways 

than in quantitative research. 

One way of doing such generalisations, is what Smaling (2003) calls “analogical generalization” 

(p. 56), which is based on analogical reasoning. Smaling (2003) proposes that results from a case 

study can be argued to hold for other, non-researched cases that display similar characteristics. 

For such reasoning, argumentation of analogy between cases becomes crucial (ibid.) 

Smaling (2003) also highlights that analogical reasoning can be done by the researcher, the user 

or in interaction, something he calls “communicative generalization” (p.59), which is similar to 

Kvale’s (1997) concept “communicative validity” (p. 221) relating to how validity of knowledge 

can be tested in conversation – between researchers, users and society alike.  

For this thesis, it can be argued, in line with Smaling’s (2003) reasoning, that conclusions drawn 

from the cases could be true also for urban development projects that display similar 

characteristics. Some of the observations are so context specific that they might be limited to the 

case at hand, while some conclusions are valid for all three cases, which also make them more 

generalisable. It is the aim of the report that description of results and conclusions should be rich 

enough to engage the reader in such communicative validity. 

 

2.3 RESEARCH DESIGN 

This section explains the design of the research process with a literature study constructing the 

theoretical framework and case studies constructing the empirical material. 

2.3.1 Literature study 

The aim of the literature study was to construct an understanding of social sustainability 

considered relevant for this thesis and for the urban development of contemporary cities. To 

delimit the scope of literature, almost exclusively academic articles were chosen.  

The literature search was carried out through the following databases: 

 KTH Primo 

 ScienceDirect 

 Scopus 

 Google Scholar 
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The following English search-words were used: 

 Social sustainability 

 Social sustainability urban 

 Social sustainability urban development 

 Socially sustainable urban development 

 Social sustainability cities 

The following Swedish search-words were used: 

 Social hållbarhet (eng. social sustainability) 

 Social hållbarhet stadsutveckling (eng. social sustainability urban development) 

 Socialt hållbar stadsutveckling (eng. socially sustainable urban development) 

The theoretical understanding that grew from the literature study was then used throughout the 

research process when designing, carrying out, analysing and synthesising case studies. 

2.3.2 Case studies 

The empirical part of this thesis consists of three case studies of Citylab Action pilot projects’ work 

with social sustainability. Case study research is not so much a methodology in itself, but rather 

the choice to limit the study to a particular case or unit constitutes its demarcation (Flyvbjerg, 

2011). Yin (2003) defines the case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context” (p. 13), and sees it as a “comprehensive research 

strategy” (p. 14) that often uses several empirical sources, and benefits from a theoretical 

framework to guide the empirical work. 

The delimitation of the case study allows the researcher to concentrate time and effort, and 

investigate the case more deeply (Bell, 2015). Furthermore, by choosing to study several cases a 

comparative approach can be added (Loit, 2014), which was found suitable for this thesis in order 

to understand the work with social sustainability from the perspective of different pilot projects. 

One strategy of selecting cases is what Flyvbjerg (2011) calls an “information-oriented selection” 

(p. 307), which is when “Cases are selected on the basis of expectation about their information 

content.” (p.307). To explore the work with social sustainability in different planning contexts the 

selection of cases was targeted to arrive at a diversity of cases: so-called deviant cases (Flyvbjerg, 

2011, pp. 306-307). Such sampling is considered to be especially helpful to discern the effects 

from different circumstances on processes and results (Loit, 2014). 

Three out of Citylab Action’s twelve pilot projects were selected for investigation: Masthuggskajen 

(Göteborg), Täby Park (Täby) and DrottningH (Helsingborg). Three premises guided the selection. 

First, only residential areas were targeted, as these were judged to be of higher interest for the 

work with social sustainability due to the greater impact these areas would have on people’s lives. 

Second, there was an ambition to include projects concerned with redevelopment of existing 

residential districts as well as projects with development of new districts. This was due to the 

expectations that making interventions in a district with existing inhabitants would imply 

different challenges to the work with social sustainability than developing an entirely new district.  

Only two pilot projects with redevelopment of existing residential districts were identified: 

DrottningH and Stadsläkning Lagersberg-Råbergstorp-Fröslunda (Eskilstuna). The process in 

Eskilstuna was found to be at a very early stage, which made data collection and comparisons 

difficult, which is why that project was discarded. Lastly, demographic variables in the projects 

were considered and Täby Park and Masthuggskajen found suitable as Täby Park is a development 



17 
 

project in a medium sized municipality (Täby has 68,000 inhabitants), whereas Masthuggskajen 

is located in Sweden’s second largest city. 

Case studies aimed to look at the work with social sustainability from three different angles. First, 

the investigation aimed to answer how projects define or understand social sustainability, both 

as formally expressed in documents and informally in interviews, which in the analytical stage 

could be compared. Second, the investigation aimed to discern what strategies and measures are 

used in planning for social sustainability. Third, the investigation aimed to understand how 

participation in Citylab Action had affected the projects’ work with social sustainability.  

The empirical material was constructed through interviews with civil servants involved in pilot 

projects and from studies of planning documents affecting the development in projects. Loit 

(2014) argues that such a combination works complementary and enables a richer picture of the 
planning, yielding the analysis better conditions. For this thesis’ aim to seize both civil servants’ 

and the official view on social sustainability, it was considered especially helpful. 

2.3.3 Analysis 

According to Lantz (2007) there are no predefined or detailed models and methods for qualitative 

analysis. Still, she argues, one way of measuring the analysis’ validity is by its ability to preserve 

the meaning of the interview’s entirety (ibid.). A qualitative analysis goes further than to just 

describe the content of the interview and should involve abstraction of the content and relating it 

to theory (Lantz, 2007). 

In the analytical phase the three cases were analysed and put in perspective with the theoretical 

understanding from the literature study. The three cases were also compared to each other, to 

explore differences and similarities and investigate the influence of context. Finally, the Citylab 

Action Guide was reviewed in the light of the empirical material to discern possible 

improvements. 

2.4 EMPIRICAL METHODS 

In this section the methods used for constructing the empirical material in the case studies are 

discussed. This concerns document studies of planning documents and interviews of civil servants 

in the pilot projects. 

2.4.1 Document study 

The aim of the document study was to discern pilot projects’ definition of, aims with and measures 

for social sustainability. Furthermore, as pre-understanding of the topic affects the quality of 

interviews, document studies served to obtain an orientation of pilot projects in preparations for 

interviews (Kvale, 1997).  

The construction of the empirical material, with document studies and interviews, was an 

iterative process where documents first informed the design of interviews, and completed 

interviews then could further direct what documents, and what part of them, to study.  

The empirical material chosen from documents was limited to parts explicitly relating to social 

sustainability or the social domain. The initial ambition of the document study was to make a 

comprehensive analysis of how the planning documents in their entirety affected social 

sustainability. However, ultimately, every dimension of an urban development project has a direct 

or indirect effect on social sustainability, and it was realised that the initial approach would be 

impossible to exercise on a transparent and systematic basis, why it was abandoned. Therefore 

the empirical material from documents was delimited to parts either explicitly relating to social 



18 
 

sustainability or the social domain, or being part of what civil servants’ referred to as important 

for social sustainability in the project. 

The selection of documents was done to seize two perspectives, outlines of the projects’ planning 

for the district at hand (e.g. local plan and development program) and influences on the definition 

and understanding of social sustainability (e.g. Gothenburg’s Social Impact Assessment). 

However, the two perspectives were largely overlapping, first in terms of content, as a 

development plan for example can incorporate definitions on social sustainability, and second in 

terms of implications as physical plans for the development ultimately defines the meaning of 

social sustainability just as much as a printed definitions do.  

The selection of documents was informed by own investigations at projects’ websites, advice 

from pilot projects themselves, and interviews revealing certain documents as important for the 
projects’ understanding of social sustainability or the formation of planning. 

The documents studied in this thesis include: 

For Täby Park:  

 The development plan 
 

For DrottningH: 

 The development plan 

 Helsingborg’s Quality of Life Program 
 

For Masthuggskajen: 

 The consultation version of the local plan 

 Gothenburg’s Social Impact Analysis 

 The Vision Älvstaden. 

 

2.4.2 Interviews 

Interviews were made part of the empirical work to create a deeper understanding of projects’ 

work with social sustainability as well as investigate civil servants’ own views on the constituents 

of social sustainability and associated measures. The interview approach for this thesis adhered 

to what Kvale and Brinkman (2014) calls “the qualitative research interview” (p. 17), which is an 

“…interpersonal situation, a conversation between two participants on a topic of mutual interest. 

In the interview, knowledge is brought forth in the meeting between the interviewer’s and the 

interviewee’s viewpoints.” (p.165 [own translation]). 

The study comprised six individual interviews that were carried out during three weeks in the 

turn of May and June 2016. In each case study two civil servants, which were chosen to 

complement each other, were interviewed. The civil servants acted as informants, i.e. they were 

interviewed in capacity of their professional role, as opposed to respondent interviews when the 

interviewees themselves and their thoughts are in focus (Esaiasson et al., 2012, pp. 227-228).  
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Selecting informants  

The selection of informants was based on assumption of civil servants’ role in planning, what 

could be called the “principle of centrality” (Esaiasson et al., 2012, p. 258 [own translation]). The 

ambition with the informant selection was to seize (1) a broad perspective of the work with social 
sustainability in the project and (2) a focused perspective on the physical planning’s relation to 

social sustainability. Furthermore, the selection aimed to include one person per case with (3) 

experience of the Citylab Action process.  

To identify informants, each of the three projects’ contact person for Citylab Action was asked to 

advice who would be suitable for an interview on the projects’ work with social sustainability and 

involvement in Citylab Action. In two projects the proposed informant coincided with the contact 

person (the Strategist in Täby Park and the Project Leader in DrottningH), whereas in 

Masthuggskajen another informant than the contact person was proposed (the Process Leader).  

These three informants possessed overview of the work with social sustainability and experience 

of the Citylab Action process. The more focused perspective on physical planning was obtained by 

interviewing the planner in each project that had been responsible for creation of the 

development program and local plan respectively. These planners were identified through 

planning documents.  

According to Kvale (1997) the number of informants in a study should be “as many...as needed to 

find out what you need to know” (p. 97 [own translation]). He argues that as long as the study has 

no aim of statistical validity, more informants is not necessarily better as fewer informants can 

allow a more careful processing and analysis (Kvale, 1997).  For the study at hand the two 

informants from each case were on forehand deemed to be enough to acquire the desired 

perspectives. The same judgement was done after interviews had been carried out. 

Interviewing 

Interviews lasted about one hour and took place at civil servants’ offices in Täby, Helsingborg and 

Gothenburg respectively, except for the interview with the Strategist in Täby Park, which for 

logistic reasons and on the informant’s request was undertaken at the interviewer’s office at 

Sweco. Each interview was started with the interviewer giving a short explanation of the content 

of the study and asking for the informant’s consent to participate and be recorded. 

The interview was then initiated by questions about the informant’s background and role in the 

project to ”warm-up” the conversation and create a favourable climate (Esaiasson et al., 2012, p. 

265). Sometimes also during these opening questions the informant gave long and detailed 

answers with information highly relevant for the thesis. The rest of the interview was conducted 

with support from a semi-structured interview guide. Such a guide comprises a number of themes 

and proposed questions, but at the same time gives the interviewer freedom to rephrase and 

change the order of questions depending on the development of the interview (Kvale, 1997). 

The guide was structured around the three questions that also the overall study was aimed to 

investigate: (1) how do projects define or understand social sustainability,  (2) what strategies 

and measures is used in planning for social sustainability, and (3) what are pilot projects’ 

experience with Citylab Action in relation to their work with social sustainability. 
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Processing  

Interviews were recorded in order to be transcribed later. In regards to transcribing recorded 

interviews into text, Kvale and Brinkmann (2014) states “To transcribe is to transform…” (p. 218), 

with the sense that even transcriptions done word-by-word will involve a loss of information in 
the transformation from speech to text, and transcribing hence becomes an interpretative process 

(ibid.). When processing interviews some missing pieces in the material were identified. 

Therefore some interviews were complemented by asking informants complementary questions 

via e-mail.  

In the processing a first step of analysis by making main points from the interviews was done to 

structure and survey the material. Then parts of the interview deemed important for the thesis 

were transcribed in its entirety. Transcription was done in written language rather than spoken 

language and interviews were done in Swedish, as were transcriptions. Hence, quotes from 

interviews that appear in the thesis have been translated from Swedish to English by the author. 
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3. L ITERATURE STUDY 

In the following the concept of social sustainability is investigated. First, the roots to the concept 

and its relation to the overarching concept sustainability is discussed. Second, the meaning of 

social sustainability in the city is treated. An account of definitions and key themes of the concept 

found in the literature is then given, and finally a concluding synthesis with the author’s 

viewpoints is declared. 

3.1 SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

Studying academic literature on social sustainability is a question of trying to comprehend a field 

of unresolved issues and conflicting views. Perhaps needless to say, social sustainability is an 

ambiguous and blurry concept (Vallance et al., 2011, Dempsey et al., 2011, Weingaertner and 

Moberg, 2014), and it comes with a number of ethical, political and methodological challenges 

(Davidson, 2009, Woodcraft, 2012, Colantonio and Dixon, 2010).  

The roots of social sustainability can be found in the introduction of the concept Sustainable 

development (Åhman, 2013). Though first mentioned in The World Conservation Strategy (IUCN, 

1980), it was not until the publication of the report Our Common Future from the UN initiated 

World Commission on Environment and Development, that Sustainable development became an 

established concept. At the time, the hegemonic economic growth paradigm had created formerly 

unseen environmental degradation and, at the same time, proven insufficient in lifting developing 

countries out of poverty and provide the world’s poor with their basic needs (WCED, 1987). 

Sustainable development was an attempt to create a vision and lay out a strategy for development 

that could provide all humans with their basic needs, and do so within ecological limitations of the 

global ecosystem (WCED, 1987). (Some would argue that in everything essential the economic 

growth paradigm has in fact continued, only with a new rhetoric (“sustainababble”1 (Engelman, 

2013, p.3)) and a more colourful suit (green), increasing global inequalities and worsening the 

ecological crisis (Keil, 2007, Carruthers, 2001)). Though initiated much due to the emergent 

environmental problems, sustainable development was far from just an ecological enterprise 

(Åhman 2013).  

The birth of social sustainability as a separate concept occurred with the conceptualisation of 

sustainable development into the three areas of environmental, social and economic 

sustainability, which today is the prioritised way of framing sustainable development (Littig and 

Griessler, 2005). The actual origin of this conceptualisation is not verified, but what seemingly 

made it established was the creation of the ‘triple-bottom-line’ by business author John Elkington 

(Åhman, 2013).  

Referring to ‘the bottom line’ (the line in a financial statement that shows net income or loss) it 

was an attempt to provide a tool and frame of thinking for companies in their quest to stay 

competitive in a changing business environment with external demands on sustainability 

(Elkington, 1997). Though the sustainability agenda has developed ever since the Brundtland 

commission and the triple-bottom-line has today been separated from its sources, it is still 

noteworthy that the framework was popularised by a business book. 

                                                             
1 In the introduction to World Watch Institute’s State of the World report for 2013, Engelman 
discusses how sustainability to a large degree has become a discourse used for greenwashing, i.e. 
when companies are marketing themselves as green or sustainable on an ill-founded basis 
without any comprehensive strategy to ensure the enterprise is or would become sustainable 
(Engelman, 2013). 
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The three pillar model, with separate objectives for ecological, social and economic dimensions of 

sustainability has become a popular way of operationalising sustainable development, but raises 

many questions of how these aspects relate to each other and to sustainability as a whole, which 

is true in particular for social sustainability (Colantonio, 2011).  

Chiu (2003), sees three different interpretations of how to understand social sustainability in the 

literature. First is a literal interpretation of the concept where social sustainability is framed as 

conserving society (with its set of values, norms, culture and behaviours). The second strand is 

the understanding that social sustainability refers to behaviours, norms and cultures that serve to 

attain environmental sustainability. Lastly Chiu (2003) identifies a branch of thought that frames 

social sustainability as a concern to maintain and improve well-being of people now and in the 

future.  

Vallance et al. (2011) builds on this understanding, but creates a different tripartite with the 

concepts maintenance social sustainability, bridge social sustainability, and development social 

sustainability. Bridge social sustainability corresponds to Chiu’s (2003) strand that aims to 

develop cultures, values and behaviours that support ecological sustainability (Vallance et al., 

2001).  Development social sustainability relates to developing and improving social conditions, 

especially fulfilling basic needs in a developing countries setting, but also encompasses 

development in developed countries of more intangible aspects such as education, equality and 

social capital (ibid.). Maintenance social sustainability concerns the desire of people to maintain 

current lifestyles and behaviours, and in particular Vallance et al. (2011) highlight the resistance 

from privileged people in the ‘first world’ to change their lifestyles to more sustainable habits. 

Vallance et al.’s (2011) point is to explore and highlight the many tensions and conflicts that exist 

in the domain of social sustainability. Indeed, acknowledging social challenges of transforming 

society towards sustainability is important, though using the word sustainability to describe 

something that is not sustainable (maintenance social sustainability) appears misleading2. 

Davidson (2009) and Åhman (2013) makes a distinction between sustainability where economic 

and social measures are mostly instrumental for the achievement of environmental goals, and an 

approach with independent goals for each dimension. However, as long as the perspective on 

sustainability is anthropocentric (which it almost exclusively is) it could be argued that also the 

endeavour of sustaining ecosystems is in its essence ‘social’, though the implicit definition of the 

social often limits itself to the privileged of the world. 

What the above conceptualisations seem to be lacking is a holistic perspective, arguably a core 

feature of sustainability, (Bell and Morse, 2008). To solve the many pressing issues that the world 

is facing today, it is essential to see the interconnectedness of social-ecological systems and realise 

that environmental problems are, ultimately, social problems (Bookchin 1993). Such a rationale 

can be supported by examples such as the deforestation problems caused by people’s need for 

livelihoods and the market’s imperative for expansion, the increasing emissions from car and air 

traffic due to the urge to travel and the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill by BP in 2010 caused by greed 

and weak business ethics (ibid).  

In his radical and utopian philosophy, Bookchin (1993) argues that domination and destruction 

of nature originates from the social hierarchies and domination so deeply entrenched in our 

societies. A solution to the environmental problems then, can only emerge from a transformation 

                                                             
2 Though many conflicting perspectives exist on what constitutes a sustainable society and how 
to reach such a world order, only maintaining current structures and practices is not a plausible 
way to reach a sustainable society (Albrechts, 2010). 
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of current social orders of power imbalances and oppression. Concurrently, improving social 

conditions is not instrumental for Bookchin, who dismisses the eco-centric ideas of deep ecology 

and sees human flourishing as being prioritised (Best, 1998). Still, from his understanding such a 

flourishing can only come from ending the destructive domination of both man and nature, which 

is inherently connected (White, 2003). From that standpoint, social justice should be seen as both 

intrinsically valuable and as a pre-requisite for solving the ecological crisis. 

3.2 SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY IN THE CITY 

Due to the immense trend of urbanisation occurring in the world, and predicted to continue for 

decades, there is increasingly an understanding of society as taking place in our cities, because it 

is where we find people. Hence, to a large extent, social sustainability is a question for the city 

(Legeby et al., 2015). 

Notwithstanding the argumentation in the earlier section, the currently hegemonic way of 

operationalising social sustainability is one separated from the ecological domain and concerned 

with developing society to support human well-being (Chiu 2003). Though views on how to 

operationalise ecological sustainability are diverse, the limits of the ecosystems’ carrying capacity 

at least delineates the possibilities for interpretations. However, if social sustainability is isolated 

from ecological concerns and only focused on how to create a society that supports human well-

being, such delimitations are removed (Davidson, 2010).  

Davidson (2010) argues that addressing social sustainability in the city (if separated from other 

aspects of sustainability and framed as a concern of how to create a ‘good’ society) is far from new. 

Through the entire history of cities there has been debate on, and involvement with, how to handle 

social problems of the urban. In his analysis of how social sustainability is defined and 

operationalised in academic literature and urban policies, Davidson (ibid.) finds that the new 

concept of social sustainability is usually treated as an empty vessel filled with social policy 

concepts of either traditional form ( (e.g. justice, poverty) or more recently emerged (e.g. social 

capital, social cohesion).  

Further, Davidson (2010) finds that social sustainability often becomes de-politicised and adheres 

to what Swyngedouw (2007) has called the post-political condition of sustainability. Swyngedouw 

refers here to a broader discourse (e.g. Mouffe and Zizek) arguing that the political contestation 

necessary for a just and participative society has been replaced with an order of consensus and 

quiet compromises ruled by technocracy (Swyngedouw, 2007).  

Accordingly, Davidson (2010) argues that social sustainability fails to realise its potential as a 

political arena for social change, and often rather risks cementing social injustices. Indeed, 

Woodcraft (2012), finds that social sustainability carries the potential of opening up the 

discussion for what kind of city we want, but at worst might aggravate the incapabilities of 

creating social change instead of gentrification. Essential then for defining and operationalising 

social sustainability is a transparent and open process, which engages affected stakeholders 

(Woodcraft 2012).  

However, Manzi et al. (2010) argue there is sometimes a naïve faith in participation and 

empowerment that fails to acknowledge limitations of such practices. In, for example, the context 

of a privileged community, participation might orientate the agenda to focus on e.g. quality of life 

and disregard other sustainability issues such as climate change or social equality. Faced with 

such issues, it might be that “transparency and openness about decision-making is more desirable 

than fully inclusive participation” (Rydin, 2003, p. 10 as cited in Manzi et al. 2010).  
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3.3 DEFINITIONS AND THEMES 

Also within the realm of thinking which has social sustainability as separate and concerned with 

increasing human well-being, definitions are disparate. McKenzie (2004) starts with the rather 

vague “Social sustainability is: a life-enhancing condition within communities, and a process 

within communities that can achieve that condition.” (p. 12), and adds a list of features that could 

be used as the basis for indicators, including the dimensions equity of access to services, 

participation and fulfilment of needs. 

An often cited definition is Stren and Polese’s (2000 as cited in Davidson 2010) “development 

(and/or growth) that is compatible with the harmonious evolution of civil society, fostering an 

environment conducive to the compatible cohabitation of culturally and socially diverse groups while 

at the same time encouraging social integration, with improvements in the quality of life for all 

segments of the population” (p. 17 – emphasis in original). 

Based on the idea of work as a fundamental aspect of modern society and the Brundtland reports 

view of sustainable development as a mean of fulfilling human needs, Littig and Griessler (2005) 

define social sustainability as “…a quality of societies. It signifies the nature-society relationships, 

mediated by work, as well as relationships within the society. Social sustainability is given, if work 

within a society and the related institutional arrangements satisfy an extended set of human needs 

[and] are shaped in a way that nature and its reproductive capabilities are preserved over a long 

period of time and the normative claims of social justice, human dignity and participation are 

fulfilled.” (p. 72)  

Another way of approaching a definition of social sustainability is to analyse main characteristics 

and features, and some authors have also tried to identify key themes of such characteristics. Key 

themes, Weingaertner and Moberg (2011) argue, can make the concept of social sustainability 

more accessible and work as a platform for operationalisation and identification of relevant 

aspects. 

Dempsey et al. (2009), claiming the geographical scale to be an important factor for the relevance 

of social sustainability features, see social equity and sustainable community as the two key 

themes for the local scale. They define social equity as when "…there are no ‘exclusionary’ or 

discriminatory practices hindering individuals from participating economically, socially and 

politically in society." (p. 292), and sustainable community is defined as the collective capability 

of a community to sustain itself, especially as regards to social inclusion and cohesion (Dempsey 

et al. 2009). 

Through a review of key themes in the literature, Colantonio (2011) supports the idea of equity 

as a key theme for social sustainability, also referring to suggested evidence of correlations 

between societal disparity and increasing crime levels, lower life expectancy and economic 

instability. Further, he finds basic needs to be a recurring theme, emphasising that securing 

shelter, food and work for people is a necessity for a sustainable society (Colantonio 2011). 

Manzi et al. (2010) states that a good society "should be inclusive, caring and well-governed" (p. 

10), and social sustainability should therefore concern social inclusion, social capital and effective 

governance. Social inclusion, they state, can be seen as a strategy for counteracting social 

exclusion which has been defined by the European Commission as ‘‘for societies: disintegration 

and fragmentation of social relations and hence of social cohesion… for individuals… a progressive 

process of marginalisation leading to economic deprivation and various forms of social and 

cultural disadvantage’’ (as cited by Parodi and Sciulli, 2012, p. 1). Moreover, Manzi et al. (2010) 

sees an increasing complexity in how decisions are taken with public, private and voluntary 
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organisations interacting in the shaping of policies, which requires a thoughtful handling of issues 

of accountability and influence.  

Weingaertner and Moberg (2011), suggest the themes social capital, human capital and well-

being, which they argue would cover both the individual and collective aspects of social 

sustainability. Weingaertner and Moberg (2011) define human capital as a person’s set of abilities, 

social capital as concerning relational aspects that strengthen the collective and well-being as a 

broad concept encompassing both physical and mental aspects of life satisfaction.  

Middleton et al. (2005) however, raise concerns that though social capital might be a useful 

generic concept, it does not lend itself particularly well to analysis. Further, they find in their study 

(of social capital in communities of Bourneville, Birmingham) that social capital is often 

interlinked with wealth and power, and hence question policy interventions aimed solely at 
strengthening social capital. 

Weingaertner and Moberg (2011) emphasise that aspects relating to key themes must be chosen 

for the particular context and should consider both stakeholders effecting change and those 

affected by it. This can be aided by, for each key theme and aspect, asking the questions “What? 

(the aspect); Why? For Whom? (target group/stakeholder); How? (strategies); By whom? (agent 

for change); When? (timing)" (Weingaertner and Moberg, 2011, p. 130).  

Except from already stated themes, Åhman (2013) identifies social cohesion and integration as 

recurring themes in the literature. As social tension and segregation are seen as some of the main 

challenges for society, social sustainability therefore requires actively addressing such issues 

(ibid). 

Åhman (ibid.) also endeavours on a meta-level categorisation of themes found in the social 

sustainability literature, identifying three dualistic structures. First, development/maintenance 

relates to the framework by Vallance et al. (2011) mentioned earlier where a tension is found 

between preserving certain cultures and ways of living (maintenance) and developing society to 

better fulfil everyone’s needs (development). This tension occurs between people who are 

privileged by the current system (wanting to maintain their lifestyle) and the ones standing 

outside (wanting change), and like Vallance et al. (2011), Åhman (2013) especially highlights the 

dynamics of affluent citizens defending their lifestyles from change. 

The second dualism, traditional/emerging, is taken from Colantonio's (2011) chronological 

review and categorisation of social sustainability indicators. Colantonio (ibid.) finds that 

indicators have developed from being predominantly quantitative, top-down and mono-

dimensional to becoming multi-dimensional, combining qualitative and quantitative factors and 

being more process-oriented with a participative approach. Furthermore, preferred indicators 

have shifted from 'hard' factors such as poverty, crime levels and equity to 'soft' concepts 

including sense of place, social capital and quality of life (Colantonio, 2011).  

The latter shift is considered by Davidson (2010) as symptomatic for the neo-liberal paradigm 

and the de-politicisation of the social. The same applies to the third dualism, needs/rights, a 

tension between focusing on human needs (which is more associated with a socialist ideology) or 

individual rights (which is favoured in the liberal tradition), but which can also be correlated with 

what development stage a society finds itself in (Åhman, 2013). 

Åhman's (2013) point is that, drawing on Jacques Derrida, the debate and tension in such dualisms 

is an important quality. He argues that perhaps is social sustainability to be found in balancing 

such binary elements, and that an important part of the process is engaging with that 

communication and discussion (Åhman, 2013). Indeed, many scholars emphasise the need of 
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participation (Weingaertner and Moberg, 2014, Bell and Morse, 2008, E. Innes and Booher, 2000) 

and political struggle (Davidson, 2009, Davidson, 2010, Swyngedouw, 2007) in creating 

sustainability. 

3.4 SYNTHESIS 

Apparently, social sustainability is a field of thought with many perspectives and aspects to 

consider, and Colantonio and Dixon (2010), in their extensive review, encapsulate "…social 

sustainability concerns how individuals, communities and societies live with each other and set 

out to achieve the objectives of development models, which they have chosen for themselves 

taking also into account the physical boundaries of their places and planet earth as a whole” (p. 

40).  

Such a statement is easily accepted, but vague. In that statement, however, lies something 

important: “…to achieve the objectives…which they have chosen for themselves”. Indeed, in the 

end social sustainability must be about asking the question “what type of society do we want to 

sustain?” (Davidson, 2009, p. 616)  

There can only be normative answers to that question, and as addressed above a democratic and 

meaningful use of social sustainability must involve deliberative discussion and a quality of 

context specificity. However, philosophers throughout history has argued happiness and well-

being to be the highest good and ultimate goal of humans (Diener 1984), which seems a valid goal 

also for contemporary societies. 

What differs social sustainability from other welfare maximising ideologies (e.g. economics), is 

the understanding that maximising human well-being now and in the future has certain 

prerequisites and requires addressing a multitude of factors of development rather than just 

increasing GDP. The choice and relevance of such factors will vary depending on context. However, 

as raised by many scholars, no matter of context an overarching value of paramount importance 

when working with social sustainability must be social justice. Except the ethical and emotional 

imperatives to create a just society and world order, there are emerging evidence that disparity 

within a society is in fact bad for everyone (Colantonio 2011, Wilkinson and Pickett 2009).  

The importance of social justice can also be found in the roots of social sustainability. The 

Brundtland commission defined sustainable development as meeting “…the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” (WCED, 1987, 

p. 41), which has been cited almost to ennui (Chiu, 2003; McKenzie, 2004; Pareja-Eastaway 2012). 

However, what is almost systematically excluded (Chiu, 2003; McKenzie 2004; Pareja-Eastaway 

2012) is the continuation and clarification “…in particular the essential needs of the world's poor, 

to which overriding priority should be given” (WCED, 1987, p. 41).  

Consequently, in the globalised world of today, any practice claiming to be working for 

sustainability should be willing to address such priorities and counteract the growing inequalities 

of the world. Thus urban development working for social sustainability should engage an analysis 

of social justice both on the local scale of the development, the city level and of its hinterlands on 

the global scale.  

In fact, arguing for social justice as a key feature of a sustainable society can find support in 

historical evidence. Among the longest lasting known cultures of humanity is the Aboriginal; 

historical accounts suggest that the Aboriginal society sustained for about 50 000 years until 

British settlers arrived in the 18th century. Old law stories from these cultures account for a 

sophisticated system of practices to neutralise hierarchies, power monopolies and conflicts 

(Sveiby, 2009). A completely flat hierarchy such as evident in Aboriginal societies might not be 
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possible (or desirable) in contemporary society. Still, if we do want a sustainable society, where 

humans can flourish, and that is free from the deterioration of alienation, social tension and 

unrest, the aspiration for social justice must be held at centre. 

Justice in planning and in the city is a topic that requires a book (and there are several) for a fairly 

exhaustive discussion, something for which there is not room in this thesis. However, Susan 

Fainstein’s (2010) theory of The Just City, one of the most influential publications in the debate on 

justice, has informed the views on justice in this thesis and will briefly be touched upon here. 

To start with there is broadly speaking two strands within justice in planning, process oriented 

and outcome oriented. Planning theorists and planners have been especially occupied with 

strengthening the process oriented justice, by introducing communicative and participative 

practices such as citizen dialogue. The underlying idea has been that a process characterised by 
inclusion, justice and equal participation also should render a just outcome (Loit, 2014). 

Fainstein (2010), however, criticises this school of thought on two premises. First, she finds the 

relationship between a just process and a just outcome is not necessarily true. Second, and 

perhaps even more problematic, she argues creating a just process is in practice nearly impossible 

considering the structural inequalities and power discrepancies in society (Fainstein, 2010).  Case 

studies of Swedish planning projects have shown this to be true with participation being very 

unequal between different social, economic and demographic groups (Östlund, 2009), and in 

worst case citizen dialogues risk aggravating power asymmetries rather than equalising them 

(Henecke & Khan, 2002). 

Instead, Fainstein (2010) argues, planning for the just city also has to aim for just outcomes, and 

proposes a framework of principles to guide such development. The framework rests on the three 

values of equity, diversity and democracy, of which equity is the most accentuated. By equity 

Fainstein (ibid.)“…refers to a distribution of both material and nonmaterial benefits derived from 
public policy that does not favour those who are already better off at the beginning” (p. 36). Her 

seven principles for equity especially emphasises the importance of creating affordable housing 

and that development programs should give benefits for low-income people (ibid.).  

3.5 AN ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

From the theory presented above and the argument of social justice or equity being of 

fundamental importance for social sustainability in the city the following questions will constitute 

the analytical framework for the analysis of the case studies: 

1. How is social sustainability (implicitly) defined and operationalised? 

a. What are the key themes (e.g. Weingaertner and Moberg 2011, Colantonio, 2011) 

in the project’s definition or operationalisation of social sustainability? 

b. What are the key similarities and differences across planning documents and civil 

servants’ understanding? 

2. How is the project oriented in regards to Åhman’s (2013) meta-level dualism of 

development and maintenance? 

3. Who (Weingaertner and Moberg 2011) is considered in the development of the district?  

a. What are the spatial boundaries for projects’ work with social sustainability? (Are 

there considerations of the social going beyond the community (Davidson 2009)?) 
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4. CASE STUDIES 

In this section the three case studies are explored. For each case this includes an introduction to 

the development project, social sustainability in planning documents, civil servant’s approach to 

social sustainability, projects’ experiences with Citylab Action and a concluding analysis. 

4.1 TÄBY PARK 

Täby Park is a large scale urban development project aimed to develop an entirely new district 

with dwellings, offices, commerce and a large park on what today is a horse racing course in Täby 

municipality (Täby kommun, 2015). The project area is approximately 70 ha (like the size of two 

Gamla stan) and the development process is expected to last for 20-30 years. A majority of the 

land is owned by construction and development companies which all have representatives in the 

project group, though the municipality is the project owner (ibid). The first local plans are soon to 

be published for consultation (Planner Täby kommun, 2016), and construction work for the first 

phase of development is planned to start in 2017 (Täby kommun, 2016b). 

The municipality, with just over 68,000 inhabitants, is situated approximately 20 km north east 

of Stockholm (Täby kommun, 2016a). In 2013 the median of disposable income in Täby ranked 

third in Sweden among municipalities (SCB, 2015). Though being home to a number of 

modernistic landmarks of multi-storey dwellings and a shopping centre built in the 1960s (Täby 

kommun, 2015), the municipality is largely characterised by its many villas and high car use 

(Strategist Täby kommun, 2016a). 

 

Figure 1: Map of Täby municipality with red line showing delimitation of Täby Park project area (Täby kommun, 2015). 
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Täby municipality sees Täby Park as an opportunity to connect and densify the municipality. With 

the horse racing course currently occupying the area, and Roslagsbanan (commuter train line) 

bordering in the north and E18 (highway) in the south the area is disconnected from the rest of 

the municipality and appears isolated like an empty island in an expanding municipality (see 

Figure 1) (Täby kommun, 2015). Moreover, the municipality sees the project as an important step 

in realising Täby’s role as a regional core (ibid.), a role the municipality has been designated in the 

regional plan RUFS 2010 (Stockholm landsting, 2010)  

The vision of the development program is to create “…a district with the human at centre in a 

qualitative environment that entices meetings and invites people to spend time in public space. 

The district becomes an attractive environment to reside, work and stay in and offers the good city 

life for everyone.” (Täby kommun, 2015, p. 12 [own translation and italicisation]).  

This vision is reflected in the four overarching aims for the development: Liveable city, Connected 

city, Park in city and Sustainable city (Täby kommun, 2015). According to the program “A liveable 

city is characterised by an active city life with a close interplay between many residents, workers 

and visitors where the mix of dwellings, work places and services give the basis for meetings and 

experiences” (Täby kommun, 2015, p. 13 [own translation and italicisation]).  

Connected city relates to breaking existing barriers and connecting the municipality, whereas Park 

in city relates to integrating parks and greenery into the district. Sustainable city emphasises the 

project’s goals to promote sustainable transport modes, and highlights the mixed and dense 

qualities of the district which is claimed to contribute to safety and resource efficiency (Täby 

kommun, 2015). 

4.1.1 Social sustainability in planning documents  

Development program 

The development program for Täby Park describes conditions, sets out the vision and accounts 

for the overall structure of the development. It also incorporates an impact analysis with one 

section on environment based on an Environmental Impact Assessment, and one section on social 

impacts for which the foundation is not specified. In the introductory part outlining the 

overarching principles there is a section called Sustainable urban development describing the 

project’s views on sustainability and social sustainability (Täby kommun, 2015).  

Sustainable development for the district is said to be a question of handling ecological, social and 

economic sustainability and balancing short term and long term goals as well as local versus 

regional and global aspects (Täby kommun, 2015). For social sustainability in particular the three 

explicit goals for the district are pronounced as: (1) by means of a connected structure of walking 

and cycling lanes, squares, parks, streets and buildings create an attractive and safe environment 

which enables meetings, (2) create a district that is integrated with surrounding areas and (3) 

create a district with a variety of functions, buildings and dwellings that attracts many (Täby 

kommun, 2015). A mentioning of social sustainability is also given in a section on citizen dialogue. 

It is stated that citizen dialogue can strengthen the feeling of identity and belonging in the area, 

which the municipality stresses as important for social sustainability (Täby kommun, 2015). 

The attractive, safe and liveable city that the project has as its vision for a socially sustainable city 

is to be realised through a dense city structure with a variety of designs, buildings, activities and 

functions. More specifically this should be accomplished through the physical form of the district. 

Entrances to the district should be distinct and welcoming and the front of the district should have 

a clear and cohesive neighbourhood structure. The city structure should form rooms and squares 

in the city and activities on ground floors should connect buildings and street life. Also larger 

streets should be designed to form rooms in the city, by for example creating different sections 
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through small changes in direction. The structure of buildings and streets should form a fine-

meshed net, offering a human scale to the district and creating places for meetings (Täby kommun, 

2015).  

Integration of the district with surrounding areas should be implemented by creating new, and 

strengthening existing, physical connections. This relates especially to building passages over or 

under existing barriers (such as the highway and the railway). Particular consideration is 

supposed to be given to enabling pedestrians and cyclist to move to, from and through the area 

and a number of points between the district and surrounding areas is highlighted as important 

connections (Täby kommun, 2015). 

By planning for dwellings, workplaces, parks, public and commercial services and places for 

culture the municipality hopes to create a mix and variety that will attract many. Dwellings are 
supposed to be in different sizes and types of ownership to enable more people to move to the 

municipality (Täby kommun, 2015).  

Except the explicit formulations on social sustainability, the development program also includes 

a section on social impacts. Themes addressed in this section are culture and leisure time; safety; 

accessibility; children, young and old. Under culture and leisure time, plans on creating meeting 

places for different groups both outdoors and indoors are mentioned, as is the citizens’ desire for 

a larger selection of cultural performances and activities in the municipality (Täby kommun, 

2015).  

Safety as described in this section relates to creating environments that are perceived as safe, 

through use of e.g. proper lighting or locating windows and entrances towards paths. The 

formulation on accessibility in this section is limited to concerns for creating the right physical 

conditions in the built environment for disabled to access the area. The discussion concerning 

children, young and old involves safety and accessibility as these groups are found to be less 
mobile and therefore is more dependent on what services and functions can be found in the 

adjacent area. In particular, traffic safety is discussed as an important aspect of children’s 

experience of the area (Täby kommun, 2015). 

4.1.2 Civil servants’ approach to social sustainability 

The Strategist, who is sustainability coordinator in Täby Park, has been the more involved in 

discussions on social sustainability (Strategist Täby kommun 2016a; Planner Täby kommun, 

2016). In her own understanding social sustainability should include human equality, the right to 

health and democracy. From an urban development perspective she finds this translates as 

everyone’s right to the city. The city should, by means of a mix of housing (sizes, types of 

ownerships and prices), enterprises and public functions, become an open, safe and integrated 

place where everyone can take part no matter your background (Strategist Täby kommun, 

2016b).  

However, the Strategist points out that though environmental sustainability has advanced on the 

agenda in Täby municipality, the work on social sustainability is lagging behind. She says that as 

Täby municipality has less focus on social sustainability than municipalities which are more socio-

economically vulnerable, she can experience some “bad confidence” as a civil servant when it 

comes to working with social sustainability (Strategist Täby kommun, 2016a) The Planner, who 

has not been part of creating the development program, finds social sustainability is not discussed 

so much explicitly, but rather becomes integrated in the work and aspiration to build good physical 

environments by considering such as for example mixed functions or safe patches. “One speaks of 

the overarching sustainability and it [social sustainability (author’s remark)] is connected” 

(Planner Täby kommun, 2016 [own translation]).  
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Both the Planner and Strategist find the core of how social sustainability is approached in Täby 

Park to be a concern for “building a city”. By this they mean a district with mixed use and functions 

including work places, commerce, recreation and dwellings, in a variety of qualities that can create 

a lively city (Planner Täby kommun, 2016; Strategist Täby kommun, 2016a). The Planner 

emphasises the aim of creating variation in the spatial qualities of the district, such as on one hand 

a busy and intense city boulevard and on the other hand a calm, recreational neighbourhood park 

(Planner Täby kommun, 2016).  

Apartments of different sizes and types of ownership is seen as important in creating a socially 

sustainable Täby Park (Planner Täby kommun, 2016). Also the Strategist lifts this aspect of the 

project and explains that currently Täby municipality more or less exclusively consists of 

condominiums and private houses. The mission from politicians is to create a better mix and to 

attract new groups, especially students and younger people, to Täby municipality. Therefore 10-

15% of apartments will be rentals (Strategist Täby kommun, 2016a). However, the Strategist 

adds, development in Täby Park should still be market oriented, which means that prices on 

rentals will probably be high. Consequently, mostly people with economic resources will be able 

to move to Täby Park, which, she says, means it is hard to claim that the project takes full 

responsibility on residential integration in regards of different economic groups on a regional 

level (ibid.). 

Moreover, creating an environment that allows for, and encourages, meetings is accentuated as 

important for social sustainability (Planner Täby kommun, 2016; Strategist Täby kommun, 

2016a). Here the Planner emphasises how the environment can be conducive or not for social 

encounters and explains that the project group is trying to design structures as well as details in 

the development from that understanding (Planner Täby kommun, 2016)  

The Strategist also highlights a number of other aspects as being part of the work with social 

sustainability in Täby Park, including the aim to connect different parts of the municipality with 

Täby Park, using a more modern form of citizen dialogue, incorporating collaborative culture in 

the project and facilitating mobility based on public transport, walking and biking. (Strategist 

Täby kommun, 2016a).  

4.1.3 Citylab Action 

The Strategist has found participation in Citylab Action to be rewarding in a number of ways. First, 

partaking has led to an increased openness in the project group. Citylab Action has helped create 

a mutual feeling of trust between the municipality and construction companies, and among the 

construction companies themselves, as well as an understanding of each other’s perspectives. Not 

at least, the Strategist highlights the value of Citylab Action meetings when all projects gather for 

seminars and workshops for two days (Strategist Täby kommun, 2016a). 

Her experience is that spending that time together and also having dinner together at night makes 

the ceiling higher and enables discussions of all kinds of questions. “I think it creates a good vibe, 

which should not be depreciated when you are dealing with these kinds of questions”. (Strategist 

Täby kommun, 2016a [own translation]). The Strategist thinks that if the municipality would have 

developed aims themselves, perhaps they would have been more ambitious, but not feasible. Now, 

she says, aims are both ambitious and feasible (Strategist Täby kommun, 2016a). 

Second, the Guide has functioned as a support to address the multitude of aspects affecting 

sustainability, of which some would otherwise have been neglected. By using the Guide, the 

Strategist says, the project has been able to scrutinise every dimension of the development and 

determine if a certain sustainability aspect is relevant for the project and what measures to 
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undertake. The relevance for different aspects has been estimated on basis both of importance 

and economic viability (Strategist Täby kommun, 2016a).  

Third, the Strategist finds specific formulations in the Guide has given weight to certain topics, 

and created a good discussion in the group (Strategist Täby kommun, 2016a).  A formulation 

particularly important for social sustainability in the project has been paragraph 7.4 under goal 

number 7: Places (Strategist Täby kommun, 2016a). The paragraph asks for “Principles of how 

children’s and adolescences’, women’s, disabled’s and elderly’s needs will be given particular 

consideration in the design of public spaces and patches” (SGBC, 2016a, p. 20 [own translation]). 

This formulation has helped to legitimise a discussion on who the district is built for and what 

needs different groups might have. Initially, some of the men in the project group were puzzled 

by the omission of men in the wording. In the end, the formulation for Täby Park’s sustainability 
program was also changed and men added in order to not exclude anyone or provoke people. Still, 

the paragraph in the Citylab Action Guide supported the Strategist in raising the discussion and 

increased awareness among other stakeholders (Strategist Täby kommun, 2016a).  

In the same way, goal number 5: Transport, which sets out the aim of creating good conditions for 

sustainable transport (walking, cycling and public transport) has helped to advance these issues. 

Though the Strategist enunciates a need to abandon cars as the norm in planning, perspectives 

are different among politicians and developers.  

Despite a consensus in the project to promote sustainable transport there is still resistance among 

different stakeholders towards down-prioritising the car, and some municipal policy documents 

constitute hurdles for the necessary measures. For example, the municipal parking strategy 

prescribes a certain amount of parking space in each house (Planner Täby kommun, 2016), which 

inevitably encourages car ownership and usage. The Citylab Action goal has therefore been 

important to add credibility to the discussion (Strategist Täby kommun, 2016a).  

Other than that, social sustainability has been found to be well integrated in the manual, and 

incorporated in most of the 17 sustainability goals (ibid.). Finally, the Strategist says it has been 

useful to get connections to researchers and experts in different fields through the seminars 

included in Citylab Action. Some information has been new, and some was already familiar, but 

anyhow it has always been inspiring (Strategist Täby kommun, 2016a) 

4.1.4 Analysis – Täby Park 

Here follows an analysis of the empirical material from Täby Park on basis of the analytical 

framework. 

Definitions and key themes 

The development program for Täby Park has a section of its own for social sustainability and goals 

explicitly formulated for social sustainability. However, no definition is given in the development 

program to what social sustainability actually means in Täby Park, and the three goals formulated 

are mainly concerned with the formation of the physical environment.   

From those observations, social sustainability in Täby Park can be seen as an ambition to create 

an environment that is connected, attractive, safe, and social. This is confirmed in interviews with 

civil servants, who sees ’building a city’ as one of the bearing ideas for how to work with social 

sustainability in Täby Park, a concept that relates to developing a district that is ‘attractive’ and 

making the district inhabited round the clock. Particular emphasis lies on having mixed functions 

in the district and on creating variety in the qualities of the environment.  
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The civil servants’ view on what constitutes social sustainability in the work with Täby Park is 

overall coherent with the view in the development program. At the same time, especially the 

Strategist expresses an understanding of social sustainability that includes more consideration of 

minorities and the unprivileged, but for which there is not political mandate in the municipality. 

Development/maintenance 

In Täby Park there is a tension between development and maintenance akin to what is described 

by Åhman (2013) and Vallance (2011), where privileged citizens try to defend their privileges and 

maintain their lifestyles. It is a tension between the development into a more environmentally 

sustainable municipality, which is a political goal effected by civil servants and the resistance 

towards change that exists among many stakeholders in the municipality, who wants to maintain 

current structures and lifestyles. 

The tension is particularly tangible in the issues of car traffic and the mix of apartment ownership 

types. The development program have clear development measures for car traffic with fewer car 

lanes and streets than normal in the municipality and more space being given to other transport 

modes. In the same issue there are simultaneously dynamics of maintenance that resist too big 

changes, which for example materialises with the plans still giving cars full accessibility in the 

district and parking quotas in houses being high. Furthermore, the plan of making 10-15% of 
apartments into rentals is also a development measure. Similarly, however, also here the dynamics 

of maintenance can be identified in that 10-15% rentals is a low ratio, especially considering that 

the municipality currently have very few existing rentals. 

Who 

Comparing the goals for social sustainability in the development program with the overarching 

vision for the development and the goal of Liveable city, an overlap can be identified: to create an 

‘attractive environment’ that encourages meetings. The core of social sustainability in Täby Park 

is also to be found here, in the ambition of offering people ‘the good city life’, a life filled with 

spontaneous encounters and social life in the park, at the restaurant, on the street or in a shop.  

From that perspective, social sustainability in Täby Park can be seen as an ambition to offer its 

inhabitants quality of life. It is an effort that is concerned with the desires of resource strong 

people and does not incorporate measures to improve the conditions of people with little 

resources. Though 10-15% of dwellings will likely be rentals, these will still be too expensive to 

allow for people with less economic resources to live in the area. Furthermore, there are no other 

goals or strategies for creating a district that would feel inclusive for all members of society, which 

means there is a risk the district will have forms and characteristics that do not feel welcoming to 

others than society’s privileged. 

It can be seen as symptomatic that the section on social impacts in the development program only 

discusses the groups of young, elderly and disabled (which are only mentioned in a short 

paragraph on the accessibility of environment and buildings, something that is already regulated 

in the Planning and Building Act3). No discussion is given on accessibility for the other groups 

protected in the seven discrimination grounds, neither is (in)accessibility on socio-economic 

grounds problematised.  

Still, the vision for Täby Park entails the formulation “…offers the good city life for everyone” 

(author’s italicisation). From a critical perspective this can be deemed to be part a problematic 

discourse that omits the exclusion of several groups of society, and functions as to cement the 

current order.  

                                                             
3 The Planning and Building Act is a Swedish law, regulating planning and building. 
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One explanation for the prevalent discourse in Täby could be constructed on basis of the 

demography of the municipality: with a proportionately wealthy and privileged population social 

sustainability becomes concerned with providing a good quality of life for them, rather than 

providing better conditions in life for all groups in society. One could question why it would even 

be in Täby municipality’s interest to address social injustices if it is not an evident problem in the 

municipality. 

However, from the understanding of social sustainability as argued in the theory section, it should 

involve a concern and analysis going beyond the spatial boundaries of the community. The 

development in Täby Park though is only concerned with creating a lively district that will provide 

good living conditions in the new district and contribute to the rest of the municipality by creating 

new connections and bridging barriers. For a socially sustainable Täby Park, the bigger social 

picture (i.e. the region, the nation, the world) that it is part of, should also be included in the work. 
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4.2 DROTTNINGH 

DrottningH is an urban development project in Helsingborg, which as stated in its development 

program aims to densify the existing housing district Drottninghög and lift the status of the area 

(Helsingborgs stad, 2012). Once a big fruit orchard, Drottninghög was bought by the public 

housing corporation Helsingborgshem in the 1960s for the development of, at that time, 

Helsingborg’s biggest housing project. As one of eight housing projects in Helsingborg built 

between 1965 and 1975, Drottninghög was part of the ”Miljonprogrammet”4 (ibid). 

Inspired by projects in Warsaw, the houses were designed for premanufactured concrete 

elements and the district constructed in a typical functionalist style with large green areas, traffic 

separation and car-free areas (Helsingborgs stad, 2012). On the area of approximately 40 ha, 

1 114 apartments in 52 houses were built, of which all except three were uniform slab blocks of 

three floors. Today approximately 3000 people live in Drottninghög (ibid.). 

The large green areas in Drottninghög is a quality that according to dialogue processes is much 

appreciated by its inhabitants (Helsingborgs stad, 2012). However, many green areas are 

undifferentiated and, due to the design and monofunction of buildings, left without observation, 

which make them unsafe and less used (ibid.). Also the car free nature of the district with cars 

being restricted to entry roads and parking lots in the outskirts is stated to be an appreciated 

aspect according to dialogue processes. At the same time there are complaints on traffic 

infrastructure being unclear and mopeds using walking and cycle paths, which is considered a 

safety issue (ibid.). 

                                                             
4 Miljonprogrammet (the million homes program) was a phase of intense housing development 
implemented by the Social democratic party during 1964-1975. Its aim was to remedy the housing 
shortages and overcrowding existing at the time by building one million apartments, a goal that was 
exceeded by 6000. To cut costs development policies supported large scale developments often with 
premanufactured concrete elements and assembled with cranes on rail. Due to priority of manufacturing 
costs and the functionalist architecture ideal at the time, districts from Miljonprogrammet have often been 
accused for an inhuman environment. Approximately 25% of the Swedish population today live in an 
apartment from the Miljonprogrammet (Jörnmark, 2016). 

Figure 2: Aerial photo of Drottninghög. White line delineating the DrottningH project area. (Helsingborgs stad, 2012) 
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Drottninghög is isolated from the rest of the city in a number of ways (see Figure 2 and 3) 
(Helsingborgs stad, 2012). There are few entries to the district and few physical connections to 

surrounding areas as the district is surrounded by large, high speeds roads, functioning as 

barriers. The big parking lots and green areas in the periphery of the district obscures view and 

makes it visually disconnected from the rest of the city (Helsingborgs stad, 2012). A mental 

disconnection has also been prevalent as people outside Drottninghög have not been aware of its 

qualities and had a bad perception of the district (Planner Helsingborgs stad, 2016) 

According to the Planner, the dialogue processes indicated inhabitants of Drottninghög in general 

are very fond of their area. She says in particular they expressed appreciation for the green 

qualities, the car-free structure and neighbourliness in the district. However, inhabitants at the 

same time expressed feeling stigmatised living in Drottninghög because of the bad perception 

people outside the area had of the district (Planner Helsingborgs stad, 2016). In fact, before the 

project started the resident renewal (the proportion of inhabitants being moving in and out each 

year) in the district was highest in the entire city with 25% (Project Leader, 2016). 

  

Figure 2: Aerial photo of Helsingborg. Yellow line delineating DrottningH project area, put in relation to Helsingborg 
Central Station (yellow dot) (Helsingborgs stad, 2012) 
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In 2009 the current Project Leader was contracted to run the project DrottningH by 

Helsingborgshem, the municipal housing corporation and owner of Drottninghög (Project Leader, 

2016). The initial mission presented by Helsingborgshem was to densify the district, but according 

to the Planner it was soon realised that making the district more “attractive” would be a 

prerequisite in order for development companies to be willing to invest, people wanting to move 

there and inhabitants wanting to stay longer (Planner Helsingborgs stad, 2016). From that 

realisation grew a more comprehensive approach for developing the district (ibid.) As the project 

grew in scope the municipality overtook the ownership of the project (Project Leader, 2016). 

Today the project group consists of a number of civil servants from Helsingborgs stad and 

Helsingborgshem (ibid.). 

According to the Project Leader, three features have characterised the DrottningH project. It has 

been rooted in dialogue with inhabitants, it has been long-term following a twenty year time line 

and it has had the explicit goal of lifting statistics on unemployment, health, income and education 

in the district, which at start was worst in the entire city, to city average (Project leader, 2016). 

DrottningH also has the role of a pilot project for the municipality, which hopes to develop 

successful methods that can be used in its other Miljonprogram districts (Helsingborgs stad, 

2012). 

The development plan gives four focus areas for the project. (1) Green urbanity relates to refining 

already existing green areas and developing more differentiated qualities. Under (2) children and 

young is emphasised the importance of a meaningful, safe and active life for inhabitants under the 

age of 18, which constitute a third of the population in Drottninghög. All inhabitants should feel 

(3) belonging to Drottninghög and lastly Drottninghög should be (4) sustainable by taking care of 

existing values, developing environmentally sound property and create infrastructure supporting 

sustainable lifestyles (Helsingborgs stad, 2012). 

Three strategies for the development are also formulated in the development plan. The project 

aims to (i) open the district by adding buildings at the outskirts of the area, developing a new 

structure to create openings at the districts’ boundaries and refining the green areas within. The 

project aims to (ii) connect the district by transforming surrounding roads (today with multiple 

lanes and high speeds) to city streets, adding better crossings for pedestrians and cyclists, 

developing a new high quality public transport line to the district, adding more entrances to the 

district and increasing car accessibility within the district. Lastly, the project aims to (iii) densify 

the district by adding new buildings of different types and forms of ownership (Helsingborgs stad, 

2012). 

After several years of working with dialogue and making amendments in the common spaces of 

the district, the project has now reached the phase of intervening with buildings (Project leader, 

2016). In February 2016 the first redevelopment of three of the old houses started 

(Helsingborgshem, 2015a), which has now been finished (Project leader, 2016). Moreover, the 

first local plan for construction of new houses gained legal force in February 2015 and 

preparations for the development is currently being undertaken (Helsingborgshem, 2015b).  

4.2.1 Social sustainability in planning documents 

In this section two planning documents are reviewed. Formulations on social sustainability in the 

Development program for DrottningH are reviewed as is its short section on social impacts. 

Furthermore Helsingborg’s overarching steering document the Quality of Life Program is 

reviewed. The Quality of Life program was approved by the municipal council in January 2016 

and has therefore not yet had any significant implications on the development of DrottningH. 

However, it was mentioned by both civil servants as important for the formation of their 

conception of social sustainability and thus its fundamental features are reviewed here. 
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Development program 

The development program for Drottninghög was published in 2012 and formulates the 

overarching vision for the district. It consists of an introductory part outlining the history and 

current conditions in Drottninghög, a section describing the dialogue processes undertaken, a 
section outlining the actual planning proposal and a section on assessed impacts from the 

development. 

There are two explicit mentionings of social sustainability in the development program. The first 

one appears under the focus area Belonging. Belonging is seen as created through participation, 

influence and awareness. Further it is stated that the district should include meeting places created 

together with inhabitants, which has the potential of promoting social sustainability and 

integration (Helsingborgs stad, 2012, p. 42) 

The second mentioning appears in the section of the third strategy Densify. It is argued that 

densifying the square Drottningtorget with higher buildings and making it active 24 hours a day 

would increase safety and subsequently also social sustainability and integration (Helsingborgs 

stad, 2012, p. 60). 

In the chapter for impact assessment in the plan, there is also a short section on social impacts. 

According to the municipality the development will improve the connection with the rest of the 

city, improve safety through increased density, contribute to new and reinforced meeting places 

and establish new types of housing and enterprises in the district. The municipality draws the 

conclusion that the effects above will create new and better conditions for social mix and 

integration (Helsingborgs stad, 2012, p. 75). 

Helsingborg’s Quality of Life program 

As mentioned earlier, the Quality of Life program was approved in January 2016 and replaced and 

integrated the city’s earlier Environmental program and Public health program respectively. The 

document, that is meant to concern all parts of the municipality’s work, is strategic and long-term 

and will be valid for eight years (until 2024) (Helsingborgs stad, 2016).  

The purpose of the program is to create conditions for inhabitants of Helsingborg to experience 

quality of life. It aims to strengthen the individual and its possibilities for living a good life by 

creating and improving visible and invisible structures of society. The work with quality of life 

should also affect individual behaviour so as to support sustainable development (Helsingborgs 

stad, 2016). 

The program takes ground in the definition from the World Health Organization (Helsingborgs 

stad, 2016) who sees “Quality of Life as individuals’ perception of their position in life in the 

context of the culture and value systems in which they live and in relation to their goals, 

expectations, standards and concerns. It is a broad ranging concept affected in a complex way by 

the person's physical health, psychological state, level of independence, social relationships, 

personal beliefs and their relationship to salient features of their environment” (World Health 

Organization, 1997, p. 1). 
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4.2.2 Civil servants’ approach to social sustainability 

The Project Leader and Planner in DrottningH finds social sustainability to be a very wide concept 

encompassing a multitude of aspects (Project Leader, 2016; Planner Helsingborgs stad, 2016). At 

the same time they both have an opinion of what could constitute the core of the concept (ibid).  

The Project Leader finds that one way of conceptualising social sustainability is to see quality of 

life as its essence, which is an understanding that have emerged through the work with 

Helsingborg’s new Quality of Life Program (Project Leader, 2016). Quality of life as he explains it 

is in the end a subjective measurement, meaning we will experience quality of life through 

different things depending on our preferences (ibid.). 

Society’s role then, he says, is to provide sufficient conditions and opportunities so that each one 

can create a life where they enjoy quality of life. This includes everything that has been lacking in 

Drottninghög such as education, employment, health and that people should not be discriminated 

and excluded (Project Leader, 2016). The Project Leader adds that, today in general, a problem 

with providing the basis everyone needs for their quality of life is found in the incapability of 

producing housing that everyone can afford. “We can barely build anything anymore without it 

getting so expensive that normal people cannot afford to live there” (Project Leader, 2016 [own 

translation]).  

For DrottningH in particular, he says, the initial approach for developing the district was to rebuild 

existing houses, which turned out so expensive it would have been cheaper to demolish them and 

build something new. However, such a strategy, he argues, would have been bad for social 

sustainability as people would have lost their sense of belonging, (Project Leader, 2016). 

The Planner, on the other hand, finds the core of social sustainability to be confidence and trust, 

which she says is a position that has matured over time, but not at least from discussions within 

the work on the Quality of Life Program. She argues, that just as we could wreck the ecosystems 

and cause devastating effects on human life, we could wreck the social systems, with devastating 

effects. In her opinion then, what could wreck the social systems is losing that confidence and trust 

between people on which the system relies. That would make each one of us an isolated island 

only having ourselves to rely on and having to defend against everyone else (Planner Helsingborgs 

stad, 2016). 

In regards of what has been done in Drottninghög to create social sustainability the Planner 

heavily emphasises the value of the dialogue processes undertaken before the development 

program was written. She argues, creating social sustainability in a project like DrottningH is all 

about building trust and confidence among inhabitants, which requires a process where 

inhabitants participate and the municipality acts credibly (Planner Helsingborgs stad, 2016). The 

Project Leader stresses that the core of the work with social sustainability in Drottninghög has 

been to “not starting by demolishing houses and building houses, but to meet people and talk to 

people” (Project Leader, 2016 [own translation]).  

The Planner explains, she was decisive in the beginning of the project that the municipality were 

not to develop visions for the district and give inhabitants nice-looking pictures of their future 

home, but visions had to come from inhabitants themselves (Planner Helsingborgs stad, 2016). 

The Project Leader also addresses the aspect of developing visionary pictures, and states that if 

you start by showing people visionary pictures those become the truth and then that’s what 

people are waiting for, but it will never look exactly like that (Project Leader, 2016) 

As creating a strong dialogue in the project became one of the prioritised goals, the project group 

were given the possibility to try new ways of interacting with and engaging inhabitants (Planner 
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Helsingborgs stad, 2016). One strategy that was developed and tested was to focus dialogue 

towards children and adolescence (ibid.). In ‘Arkitekter i skolan’ (Architects in school), three 

people from the project group developed a study program on design, architecture and planning 

that was integrated into teachings at the local elementary school (Drottninghögskolan), with 

particular focus on fifth graders (Helsingborgs stad, 2012).  

The pupils were trained to think and talk about architecture and given a deeper understanding of 

their local environment and their possibility to affect the development of the district. In a number 

of projects during the semester pupils wrote assignments on their experience of their district and 

what they wished for in the development. In that way the program gave the project group a 

possibility to access pupils’ experience of their own area (Helsingborgs stad, 2012). 

Moreover, the Planner finds the internal organisation of a municipality’s work has a significant 
impact on trust and confidence levels among inhabitants. She says the project group needs to be 

cooperating and having a coherent approach – professionals giving inhabitants contradictory 

information and steering the development in different directions will quickly demolish trust. She 

continues, it is also important professionals are out in the field meeting inhabitants face to face, 

so that inhabitants get to experience professionals are actually also human beings. (Planner 

Helsingborgs stad, 2016).  

The Project Leader in turn emphasises the need to be transparent and clear about the nature of 

dialogue processes. He argues dialogue processes rarely give citizens any power to decide on the 

development even though their input might still affect it. Consequently, he says, it is important to 

inform citizens on what their role is and how their input will be used so that there are no false 

expectations (Project Leader, 2016). 

Some wishes identified in the dialogue process have been realised in the district, such as a new 

playing ground, an outdoor gym, a beach volleyball court and an urban gardening hub with a green 
house. These developments have served a number of purposes by giving more value to the area, 

which has increased the quality of life for inhabitants, put Drottninghög on the map for the rest of 

the city and showed inhabitants that the municipality are actually doing things (Project Leader, 

2016). The Project Leader says DrottningH has been running for six years and it is not until now 

houses are actually being built, which in his opinion is a very conscious decision in order to 

accustom inhabitants to the project before larger interventions are done (ibid.). 

The Planner says social sustainability is of course also important to consider in the physical 

formation of the area. However, that aspect has been much harder to work with in the project 

(Planner Helsingborgs stad, 2016). To a high degree, she finds it is about preserving values in the 

area, and in the beginning of the project there were leading voices wanting to demolish the entire 

district and build something new, which meant simply finding another way for the project became 

a huge struggle (ibid.). Except preserving existing values, the Planner says physical aspects of 

social sustainability incorporates creating environments that facilitate meetings, which can 

include anything from where to put a refuse storage to how a cycle shed is designed. She also 

highlights these things are so easily overlooked and forgotten when pressure builds to deliver a 

local plan or speed up exploitation (ibid.).  

One struggle of preservation/change in the development has been the internal traffic planning of 

the district (Planner Helsingborgs stad, 2016). The current car free structure with only blind alleys 

entering the area will be abandon in favour of introducing local streets and a thoroughfare 

(Helsingborgs stad, 2016). The Project Leader says “people actually want to take their car and 

drive all the way home today, you are not willing to put it somewhere and then walk through a lot 

of neighbourhoods” (Project Leader, 2016 [own translation]). When asked who people refers to, 
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he says inhabitants in the district are already driving in the area today on cycle lanes and so forth, 

so it is better to build proper streets that can take care of the traffic that already exist (Project 

Leader, 2016).  

According to the Planner, opinions in the district on increasing the numbers of streets allowing 

cars are mixed. She says some inhabitants want to drive and already do so on cycle lanes, though 

the dialogue process also showed a strong opposition against letting cars into the district. In her 

opinion the planned changes are mostly due to the attempt of making the district attractive to 

resource strong people outside the district (Planner Helsingborgs stad, 2016).  

The Planner finds the transformation of the internal traffic planning to be problematic in two 

ways. First, because she finds the opinion of the majority of inhabitants to be against abandoning 

the car free nature of the area. Second, in her opinion the district possesses a short-cut to a modern 
and sustainable traffic planning as it is not already dominated by cars, and it would be a mistake 

to miss such an opportunity. “We are working and working and working to decrease car usage, 

and now we are going to create the same problem here that we are struggling with in the rest of 

the city” (Planner Helsingborgs stad, 2016) 

When reflecting on the entire process of the project and the years of work, the Planner says she 

wish there would have been an initial discussion with the project owner (initially 

Helsingborgshem and later Helsingborg municipality) on the values for the project and 

development. Even though developing the area physically and producing more housing has been 

necessary, for her the project’s main aim was always to create a district that inhabitants of 

Drottninghög would feel proud of (Planner Helsingborgs stad, 2016). However, this is not a 

perspective that was stated in the mission, and the Planner finds it took a lot of struggle making 

developers and others in the project see existing resources in the area and the importance of 

listening to what inhabitants wished for (ibid.). 

4.2.3 Citylab Action 

DrottningH’s experience with Citylab Action has overall been positive. From the Project Leader’s 

experience DrottningH was in many regards in level with the demands from Citylab Action even 

before Citylab Action took off. Still he finds the process has been useful and scrutinising all the 

aspects addressed in the manual has led to improvements in the project and discoveries of omitted 

questions (Project Leader, 2016).  

On the topic of integration of social sustainability in the Guide, the Project Leader argues there are 

severe insufficiencies. He says, the first reflections from the project group in DrottningH when 

they saw the Guide was that all the social dimensions that they had been working on were lacking. 

More specifically he finds there is nothing in the manual on how to handle people living in an 

already existing area. “If you are going to certify a district where there are already people living, 

well then people must be the priority, not houses and streets” (Project Leader, 2016 [own 

translation]). The Project Leader believes the Guide has to be developed to include aspects on how 

to work with existing inhabitants in a district if it is supposed to be used in Miljonprogram areas 

(ibid.). 

4.2.4 Analysis – DrottningH 

Definition and key themes 

There is no coherent definition of social sustainability in the development of DrottningH. Key 

words in the development plan connected to the concept includes belonging, participation, 

influence, awareness, social mix, integration and safety. The newly approved overarching steering 

document for development of the physical environment (the Quality of Life Program) has quality 
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of life as its foundation.  Neither civil servants understanding of social sustainability show 

coherence, the Project Leader sees quality of life as its core, while the Planner sees confidence and 

trust as its essence. 

At the same time, civil servants’ idea of what has been of key importance in DrottningH for 

working with their respective understanding of social sustainability is similar. Both the Planner 

and the Project Leader express dialogue with inhabitants in the district has been crucial. They 

seem to share the idea that in an existing district the most important thing to consider for social 

sustainability is to engage inhabitants and listen to their opinion.  

Development/maintenance 

The tension between development and maintenance is a central aspect of the DrottningH project, 

and the interview with the Planner suggests that struggle on what to maintain and what to develop 

in the district has played an important role in arriving at the current development program. Unlike 

the accounts in Vallance et al. (2013) and Åhman (2011) it is here the otherwise underprivileged 

inhabitants of Drottninghög that wants to maintain certain aspects of the district. 

The initial mission from the project owners contained no goal on developing a district that would 

improve inhabitants’ living conditions, and according to the Planner the initial approach from 

several people in the project was that existing houses should be demolished and a new district 

developed. That approach completely disregarded inhabitants’ appreciation of certain aspects in 

the district that they wanted to maintain, and was heavily opposed by the Planner.  

The Planner’s statements constitute a story of how her and others’ engagement through much 

struggle led to changes of perspectives in the project group to acknowledge values of the existing 

district and the necessity of listening to inhabitants’ opinion. In the interview with the Project 

Leader, no such narrative was revealed. The empirical material is not rich enough to give a full 

picture of this aspect of the development process, however, from a post-modern perspective of 

subjective realities there is no correct account of the process, but rather the two civil servants give 

voice to different realities.   

From a critical perspective, the Planner’s narrative can be seen as putting light on a conflict in the 

development process that can easily be omitted in planning documents and discussions. The 

aquestion of creating better car accessibility in the district is an example of this. According to the 

Planner opinions in the district are mixed regarding this issue, though a majority of inhabitants in 

dialogue processes expressed an opposition towards such a change. The reason for the planned 

changes however, according to the Planner, is that the resource strong citizens that are supposed 

to be attracted to the district, are believed to desire better car accessibility. The Project Leader on 

the other hand said the planned changes is due to “people” wanting to be able to drive their car to 

the door nowadays.  

In the Project Leader’s view on this question no struggle is revealed, whereas it is highly 

articulated in the Planner’s. Omitting this struggle risks marginalising inhabitants of Drottninghög 

in the discussion, and the discourse governing this issue becomes one where developers’ and 

experts’ ‘rational’ solutions are unquestioned. From Davidson’s (2010) view, this can be seen as a 

problem of de-politicisation where an order of consensus and technocratic rationality replaces 

the political contestation necessary for a just and participative society.  

This is not to say such a technocratic discourse has dominated the development process of 

DrottningH. Rather, both interviews with the Planner and the Project Leader suggest discussion 

and deliberation has had a central role in the process, and the project group has had a fruitful 

cooperation between civil servants. However, it is important to acknowledge the conflict between 

development and maintenance and seeing that development is not positive per se, and does not 
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necessarily serve the people living in a district under intervention. The argument above serves to 

point out how easily such conflicts are closed down by a rational and technocratic discourse, 

which, even when done with the best intentions, risks maintaining unequal power structures. 

Who 

Two main groups can be identified as being of concern in the development of Drottninghög, 

current inhabitants and prospective newcomers. As discussed above, development of the district 

balances between satisfying inhabitants’ wishes and developing the district to meet imagined 

desires of prospective newcomers. What is noteworthy here is that though inhabitants’ desires 

have been constructed through a dialogue process, newcomers’ preferences is seemingly 

constructed on conjecture.  

Such conjecture based constructions can form an unquestioned “truth” of what kind of district 

“people” want to live in and what life they desire. This can become problematic as mental 

structures of the discourse transform into physical structures in the city, which risks becoming 

self-fulfilling prophecies. To return to the example of car accessibility (as it is the most explicit in 

the empirical material), if the physical formation of a district is designed from the idea that 

everyone wants to drive their car to their doorstep, i.e. with an infrastructure developed to give 

car accessibility, well don’t be surprised if everyone drive their car to their doorstep. 

The argument is not that there is not a lot of people who want to drive their car everywhere, or 

necessarily about cars at all. The point is that urban development can benefit from an awareness 

that the perceived lifestyles, desires and needs among people do not exist in isolation, but are co-

created in the discourses prevalent in planning and society, and for that matter, the physical 

structures they produce. Such an awareness can serve as motivation to take a step back and 

question the prevailing paradigms and ask what kind of cities we want to build, and why. 
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4.3 MASTHUGGSKAJEN 

Masthuggskajen is an urban development project in Gothenburg yet to be built, which is part of a 

more comprehensive transformation of the old docklands along the river. The project group 

comprises a consortium including land owners (of which the municipality is the major one) and 

development companies (Göteborgs stad, 2015).  

The project area is an 18 ha large district along the river Göta Älv just west of central Gothenburg 

(see Figure 4). Bordering to Oscarsleden and the Stena ferry terminal in the north, Masthuggskajen 

is today dominated by large, hard surfaces for car traffic and parking, barriers that make the area 

inaccessible for pedestrians. The project aims to create a more varied district with dwellings, 

offices, commerce and recreation and make use of the attractive location. Existing buildings will 

be retained, parking lots will make room for new buildings and in the east part of the area a tongue 

of land will be added into the river and developed to make the water more accessible (Göteborgs 

stad, 2015).  

Masthuggskajen is in fact part of a wide-ranging redevelopment of the old port sides, a project 

called Älvstaden. Like many other Swedish cities, the economic restructuring during the 1970s 

made Gothenburg’s many yard enterprises lose ground and eventually close down. As a 

consequence large areas of land in central and attractive locations by the river became available. 

Bit by bit the municipality started developing the old docksides into new districts, and a 

communal enterprise, Älvstranden utveckling AB was formed to operate the process. As 

engagement from the municipality along the river’s docklands grew, the municipality saw a need 

to take a holistic approach to the development and create a vision for the entire area (Process 

Leader, 2016a). 

A vision process was initiated that lasted for two years and included dialogues with a broad range 

of stakeholders. It resulted in the Älvstaden Vision that was approved in the municipal council in 

2012. As one of Europe’s currently largest urban development projects, Älvstaden aims to double 

the size of central Gothenburg with 25 000 new apartments and 45 000 new work places on a 

time scale of 35 years (Göteborgs stad, 2016).  

The principal vision of Älvstaden is to be open to the world: inclusive, green and dynamic. The three 

overarching strategies for realising the vision is to (1) heal the city by connecting it over the river 

and integrating it physically and socially, (2) meet the water by making the river accessible to 

everyone and (3) strengthen the regional core by densifying and intensifying the city (Göteborgs 

stad, 2012). Masthuggskajen is supposed to align with this vision, and in particular the aim in the 

proposed local plan is pronounced as contributing to spatial and social integration of the entire 

city, and giving the area a distinct role and identity with mixed inner city characteristics 

(Göteborgs stad, 2015, p. 6). 

Today Masthuggskajen plays an important role as public transport hub in the city, a function that 

will be reinforced in the future. Trams, busses and ferries are currently trafficking 

Masthuggskajen, and future plans include stops in the area for a new train tunnel as well as a new 

cable way over the river. Masthuggskajen also has a strategic position in its geographical location 

on the south bank of the river, which could allow it to tie together central parts of the city and 

create connections over the river (Göteborgs stad, 2015).  
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Figure 4: Aerial photography over Masthuggskajen with yellow line delimiting the project area (Göteborgs stad, 2010)  
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According to the Process Leader Masthuggskajen possesses important cultural values (Process 

Leader, 2016a). He says neighbouring districts of Linnéstaden and Järntorget are characteristic 

parts of Gothenburg with a rich cultural life and unpolished surface. As examples he mentions 

Nordhemskliniken (a clinic for treatment of alcohol addiction) and the many theatres in the area 

(Process Leader, 2016a) (seven independent theatres reside between Järntorget and 

Masthuggstorget (Teaterstråket, 2016)).  

Moreover, he says also within Masthuggskajen are today alternative scenes and associations that 

play an important role in Gothenburg’s cultural life. Examples are Frilagret (a cultural centre for 

adolescence), the flea market Kommersen, and the independent theatre Teater Trixter (Process 

Leader, 2016a). The Process Leader says Masthuggskajen and neighbouring districts possess an 

alternative and “rough” characteristic that makes people also from society’s periphery feel 

welcome (Process Leader, 2016a). 

4.3.1 Social sustainability in planning documents  

In this section three planning documents affecting the development of Masthuggskajen is 

described in regards of their relation to the work with social sustainability. The proposed local 

plan, which, when processed, will be the legally binding document for the development of the 

district is reviewed, though the consultation version is used here as the plan has not yet gained 

legal force. The Älvstaden vision, relates to the larger geographical scale of the entire docksides 

and is a visionary document for the development that is not legally binding. Only the part of the 

vision which was referred to in interviews is reviewed here. Lastly, Gothenburg’s social impact 

assessment that is supposed to guide the work with social sustainability for the entire 

municipality is reviewed. 

Consultation version of local plan for Masthuggskajen 

The actual words social sustainability is only mentioned once in the proposed local plan for 

Masthuggskajen, in relation to the mixed qualities of the neighbouring districts Järntorget and 

Norra Masthugget. The plan states the district have been developed through history in interplay 

with port enterprises and that Masthugget constitutes the roots of the Gothenburgian workers 

culture, being a place for common people. Thanks to the slow historical development there is a 

mix of housing with condominiums, rentals, student housing and collectives. The character of 

these districts, the conclusion is, are worth preserving because of their value for culture, 

enterprises and social sustainability. (Göteborgs stad, 2015, p. 19).  

Confronted with the low frequency of mentioning of social sustainability in the planning 

document the Process Leader meant it is often more purposeful to address actual issues in the 

social domain than talking about the concept of social sustainability (Process Leader, 2016a). The 

local plan also involves a social impact analysis based on Gothenburg’s tool Social Impact Analysis 

(Göteborgs stad, 2015), which is described in the section below. 

Gothenburg’s Social Impact Analysis 

The official view on social sustainability can easier be identified in Gothenburg’s manual for Social 

Impact Analysis. The manual, published in 2011, is a guiding tool for professionals working with 

the physical environment in Gothenburg on how to build a socially sustainable city. Though it is 

stated social aspects should be handled in a holistic way together with ecology and economy, the 

tool aims to isolate the social questions as a means to systematically treat social issues and 

incorporate them into the entire planning process (Göteborgs stad, 2011).  

No definition to social sustainability is given, but according to the manual it can include social 

justice, trust, citizen participation and generational justice (whether this implies intra- or inter-

generational justice is not clarified).  An analysis for social sustainability should regard both the 
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current situation and the goal for the future, as well as the path of getting there. Planning for social 

sustainability should result in environments that support all users, in which particular 

acknowledgement should be given to the seven discrimination grounds gender, transgender 

identity, ethnic origin, religion or other belief, sexual orientation, disability and age (Göteborgs 

stad, 2011). 

Furthermore, it is stated social sustainability has two sides, a welfare dimension and a problem 

solving dimension. The welfare perspective concerns the physical environment’s ability to support 

a well-functioning everyday life. This includes accessibility to services and good meeting places, and 

concern should be given to equal distribution of opportunities in the city. The problem solving 

perspective is elusive and is further referred to as the capacity of civil society (Göteborgs stad, 

2011) 

The manual has four focus areas. The city should be cohesive, reducing segregation by removing 

barriers and creating a more connected city. Furthermore, the city should facilitate interplay, i.e. 

creating the conditions for meetings and contacts that is seen as supporting quality of life as well 

as integration. The quality of the city can also be measured on its usability; a good urban 

environment facilitates people’s activities of everyday life. Finally, identity, both as a character 

perceived from the outside perspective and as a feeling of belonging for inhabitants in a district, 

is pointed out as the last dimension. All dimensions should be analysed on five geographical scales 

including the building and place, the local environment, the district, the city and the regional level 

(Göteborgs stad, 2011). 

The Älvstaden vision 

The visionary statement Creating a city for everyone from the Älvstaden vision was referred to by 

civil servants as the essence of the approach to social sustainability in Masthuggskajen. An 

elaboration of the vision reads ”Everyone should feel welcome, claim space, have the opportunity 

to meet and feel belonging to Gothenburg and the city core. Älvstaden therefore needs to hold a 

mix of dwellings, enterprises, work opportunities, expressions, activities and public places” 

(Göteborgs stad, 2012, p. 14 [own translation]).  

The vision of creating a city for everyone is further broken down into three focus areas. (1) 

Building mixed housing, is about working “…to give all Gothenburgians the possibility to live in 

Älvstaden” (Göteborgs stad, 2012, p. 14 [own translation]), and has the explicit goals of 

establishing a test arena for socially sustainable housing and striving for a large variation of 
housing for everyone (Göteborgs stad, 2012). Älvstaden should (2) give room for meetings and 

play by “creating a varied selection of meeting places” (Göteborgs stad, 2012, p. 15 [own 

translation]).  

Lastly (3) creating a city at eyelevel aims to create a manifoldness in the street scene through 

striving for variation by engaging more people in the development of the area and prioritising 

operators who display knowledge on how to build a modern city with mixed content and 

expression (Göteborgs stad, 2015).  
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4.3.2 Civil servants’ approach to social sustainability 

Social sustainability is according to the Process Leader understood as context dependent. This 

means relevance of factors depends on the conditions of the development area, e.g. what cultural 

or historical values exist, the presence of vulnerable groups or minorities, socially valuable 

activities, recreational values etc. (Process Leader, 2016a). 

In its essence though, social sustainability is seen as a concern of creating a city for everyone, a 

formulation stated in Vision Älvstaden (see above) (Planner Göteborgs stad, 2016a; Process 

Leader, 2016b). The Process Leader states, working to include ‘everyone’, one should especially 

regard differences in socio-economic capital and the seven discrimination grounds: gender, 

transgender identity, ethnic origin, religion or other belief, sexual orientation, disability and age 

(Process Leader, 2016b).   

Both the Planner and the Process Leader see the city for everyone as the opposite of the 

economically, socially and ethnically segregated city, where living conditions are very unequal 

between people (Planner Göteborgs stad, 2016a; Process Leader, 2016b). ”Social sustainability 

must incorporate fairness between people - in a city, in a region, in a country or ultimately, in the 

entire world” (Planner Göteborgs stad, 2016a [own translation]). However, according to the 

Process Leader the city’s work with social sustainability in urban development rarely goes beyond 

the regional scale (Process Leader, 2016b) 

The big challenge, as the Process Leader sees it, is combining market driven urban development 

and social sustainability in the project and in Gothenburg in general (Process Leader, 2016a). The 

Planner highlights the conflict between economy and social concern is only existing in the short 

term perspective - on a longer time scale all sustainability dimensions support each other. 

Therefore, he says, the municipality has a responsibility to care for the long term perspective and 

raise demands on developers whose perspective sometimes only extends to building and selling 

the property. “If you do not see further than the next quarterly report, you might not care too 

much about social sustainability” (Planner Göteborgs stad, 2016a [own translation]) 

The most significant part of the work with social sustainability in Masthuggskajen, according to 

the Process Leader, is the effort to secure cultural values existing in the area. He says 

Masthuggskajen is today characterised by a roughness and diversity that makes also people from 

the periphery of society feel at home. To guarantee these people are not excluded when the district 

is developed, there is an engagement to secure elements and activities contributing to the 

atmosphere in the district. It is regarded a question of preserving the current identity of the area 

(Process Leader, 2016a).  

An example given is the flea market Kommersen, which is currently part of the project area. The 

flea market is located in an old run down industry shed from the beginning of the 20th century 

(Göteborgs stad, 2015). The City of Gothenburg describes Kommersen as having rough 

characteristics and low prices and thereby functioning as an integrating space, attracting different 

kinds of people who come together and interact (Göteborgs stad, 2015).  

Kommersen was initially seen by developers as a business to get rid of, according to the Planner, 

but patient discussions have led to an understanding that preserving the function of Kommersen 

benefits everyone, probably even the market value of property (Planner Göteborgs stad, 2016a). 

However, the same Planner says the building that Kommersen currently resides in is in such a bad 

condition it risks collapsing. Therefore, the plan is to demolish the building and develop a new 

house in Masthuggskajen where Kommersen can reside (ibid.). 
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Besides discussions with developers, another important part of preserving the character of the 

area has been to create dialogues with theatres, cultural centres and other identity carrying actors 

currently active in the area (see 4.3 above) (Process Leader, 2016a). Dialogues have aimed to 

create understanding for what conditions are needed for these movements to maintain in the 

district also after the development has been completed (ibid.). In relation to keeping the 

unpolished surface of the district, the Process Leader also raises that Nordhemskliniken (a clinic 

for treatment of alcohol addiction) plans to open a branch in the new district, which he considers 

to support the preservation of Masthuggskajen as a place for everyone (ibid.).  

However, it is not yet clear how current movements and associations in the area will be retained, 

and the Process Leader says gentrification is a a huge issue in the development of Masthuggskajen, 

as in urban development in general.  “To raise property values without pushing away groups or 

enterprises, it’s really difficult” (Process Leader, 2016a [own translation]). The issue is further 

complicated by EU-regulations forcing municipal real estate owners to abide by market driven 

rents also for non-profit associations (ibid.). This means if rents increase post-development 

(which is inevitable) the municipal real estate company cannot make exceptions for non-profit 

associations, hence retention of these associations has to be solved in another way (ibid.).  

The mixed city as a strategy for social sustainability is a recurring theme in both interviews 

(Process Leader, 2016a; Planner Göteborgs stad, 2016a). The Process Leader points out that there 

have been several attempts in Gothenburg to create similar, lively, newly developed districts and 

few have been successful (Process Leader, 2016a). For Masthuggskajen, he considers the intense 

traffic and heavy barriers in the area making the conditions especially challenging (ibid.) 

In interviews the discourse on the mixed city mainly seems to concern creating a lively district by 

including different functions (such as dwellings, offices, commerce and activities), varied 

aesthetics and a human-friendly structure (Planner Göteborgs stad, 2016a; Process Leader, 

2016a). However, when asked in hindsight for a clarification of the concept, the Planner says it 

also encompasses creating a city with a “blend of people in regard to economy, age, work, gender, 

ethnicity, etc.” (Planner Göteborgs stad, 2016b).  

So far, strategies for creating housing for everyone in Masthuggskajen incorporates building 

apartments of varying sizes and types of ownership (Process Leader, 2016a). However, the 

Process Leader states there are since recently discussions on possibly including some version of 

a model for socially sustainable housing tested in Frihamnen, another district within Älvstaden 

(ibid.).  

In Frihamnen, demands were put on developers to produce 25% of rentals within a price range of 

1000-1400 SEK/m2*year (compared to the approximate utility value of 1850 SEK/m2*year) 

(Process Leader, 2016a). Demands have been heard by the market, and four developers have been 

contracted for development (ibid.). 

Similar to the model in Frihamnen there is currently also a proposal in Gothenburg from the 
governing parties to establish a general demand for at least 10% of every built rental to have a 

maximum price of 1000 SEK/m2*year (Sveriges Radio, 2016). The Process Leader claims the new 

proposal is partly due to the successful experiment in Frihamnen, which showed implementing 

the model was feasible: “Within the frame of land development cost estimation and market 

conditions there is an opportunity to solve socially mixed housing in a city like Gothenburg in the 

year of 2016” (Process Leader, 2016a).  

Lastly, the Process Leader declares building a socially sustainable city on the conditions of the 

market is a big challenge. “We are working in a very market driven urban development, rather 

than that it is driven by what needs the city has” (Process Leader, 2016a [own translation]). He 
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finds the aim to build affordable housing and the aim to make profits is a conflict for development 

companies, but also for the city itself.  In a way, the city has to choose if it wants to sell the 

attractive land it owns along the river to the best price and maximise gains for the city’s finances 

or if it wants to utilise it to create an integrated inner city that improves social sustainability – a 

stand the Process Leader finds has not yet been fully taken, and which in the end is a political 

decision (ibid.) 

The role of Älvstranden utveckling AB on the other hand, says the Process Leader, is to be a 

catalyst between the political ideas and the drive and creativity of the market – the politicians say 

what, and the market tells how. An example is the mentioned model in Frihamnen where a 

political mission was given to create affordable housing, and it has been up to the market to solve 

how. Still, he reflects, if the city really would want to use the land for a socially sustainable 

Gothenburg, perhaps the entire playing board would need to look differently (Process Leader, 

2016a). 

4.3.3 Citylab Action 

The Process Leader says the experience with Citylab Action in Masthuggskajen has been highly 

positive and has helped to advance the project’s sustainability thinking (Process Leader, 2016a). 

In particular, Citylab Action has helped to create a constructive discussion in the project. As the 

project group consists of both public and private actors there have been challenges in forming a 

common view in some questions. Thanks to the framework provided by Citylab Action and the 

process and organisation that was formed for participating, a platform for discussion materialised 

where stakeholders started partaking in a constructive conversation instead of defending their 

interests (Process Leader, 2016a). 

Moreover, the Process Leader says the design of the manual with a comprehensive view on 

sustainability and without explicit target levels has been found to be helpful for the context 

dependent work on social sustainability. The process becomes the important part, scrutinising 

every aspect of the development and addressing issues that would otherwise easily have been 

forgotten (Process Leader, 2016a). 

So far there are no indicators to measure the development in the social dimension, and the Process 

Leader considers developing such indicators to be a huge challenge. “How would you measure an 

attractive city life?” (Process Leader, 2016a [own translation]). Also for more tangible aspects as 

the right for everyone to live in Masthuggskajen and creating socially mixed housing the Process 

Leader finds it hard to develop indicators with validity (ibid.)    

4.3.4 Analysis – Masthuggskajen 

Definition and key themes 

The discourse on social sustainability in Gothenburg is dominated by the vision of creating a city 

for everyone. The Process Leader declares that everyone, means everyone irrespective of socio-

economic status and the seven discrimination grounds, which is reflected in Gothenburg’s Social 

Impact Assessment. This view can be interpreted as an engagement of social justice in the city, 

which is also how the Planner chooses to conceptualise social sustainability. In its essence it is a 

concern of an integrated city where people’s access to the city, its different parts and functions, is 

equal.  

Distinctive for the case of Masthuggskajen is that Gothenburg has a political agenda for working 

towards an equal city. The ambition to work for justice and equality is explicit in the city’s budget 

(Socialdemokraterna, Miljöpartiet, Vänsterpartiet och Feministiskt initiativ, 2015), the guiding 

document for Social Impact Assessment and the Älvstaden vision. Civil servants share a similar 
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view on social sustainability, harmonising with the city’s official view, which can be interpreted 

as a result of conscious efforts from the city to create a common goal of social justice.   

Development/maintenance 

Masthuggskajen displays a tension between maintenance and development, which is at the heart 

of the work with social sustainability in the project. The main concern for social sustainability in 

Masthuggskajen is to preserve and maintain existing cultural values, spaces and resources that 

serves otherwise underprivileged people of the city. Perhaps it is quite telling of the current 

nature of urban development, that development of a district serving underprivileged people will 

not necessarily benefit them, but rather on the contrary risks driving them, or what they value, 

out of the area. 

It is also clear that preserving what is seen as valuable in the district today is a challenge. Judging 

from informants’ stories it has been a long journey making developers see the value of trying to 

preserve the character of the district. In the end, it seems it becomes a question of balancing 

preservation of cultural values against economic concerns. An example is Kommersen, whose 

enterprise developers have been convinced to keep in the area, though the building will still be 

demolished, something The Planner says is due to its condition. Such an expert’s report is hard to 

contest, still, it is possible to imagine that renovation could have restored the building, but this is 
probably not seen as economically viable. 

Furthermore, there is still no solution for how to actually retain cultural movements active in the 

area. Though ambition exist to develop and design the district as to keep the current atmosphere, 

not changing the atmosphere when transforming the structure, shape and content of the district 

is hard to imagine. Moreover, if no model for affordable housing is included in the district (like in 

Frihamnen), residents in the area will be exclusively resource strong, which would render 

retention of the district’s character even harder.  

Accordingly, the Masthuggskajen case implies that even with a political mission to steer towards 

equality, relevant competence available in the project and work being done to execute the mission, 

there is far from any guarantee that Masthuggskajen will be a district where everyone in the city 

feel welcome and can claim their space. The project cannot be properly evaluated before it has 

been built, but according to what civil servants convey, there are still aspects important for 

avoiding gentrification in the district that has not yet been solved. One way of explaining this is 

the market’s default orientation towards supporting development that serves resource strong 
citizens. 

Judging from civil servants’ narratives, the most important tool in the current system for 

reconciling the market driven urban development and a socially sustainable city seems to be a 

clear social mission and deliberative discussions. The clear political mission of creating better 

social conditions in Gothenburg is a prerequisite for the work being done. As the urban 

development is still market driven, the only way to realise the political ambitions is with help from 

developers. To create a fruitful cooperation stakeholders need to understand each other’s 

perspectives and see the value of contributing to a socially sustainable city.  

Who  

As discussed above, the development in Gothenburg has an explicit aim of creating a city that is 

just in regards of the seven discrimination grounds and socio-economic status, but faces 

challenges of realising the vision in Masthuggskajen. In regard of the spatial aspect, there is also 

an explicit aim in Gothenburg’s Social Impact Assessment of considering the five different spatial 

scales up to the regional level. However, if and how an analysis of, and measures for, the regional 

level is handled in Masthuggskajen is not addressed in the empirical material.  
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5. SYNTHESIS AND DISCUSSION 

In this section outcomes of synthesising the literature study, the three case studies and the 

analysis of the Citylab Action Guide are presented. This includes reflections on case studies, 

observations regarding civil servants experience with Citylab Action and proposals for a more 

socially just version of the Citylab Action Guide. Limitations of the study and a Critical reflection 

are also given. 

5.1 CASE STUDIES 

Below are five reflections on the case studies. 

Social sustainability – the empty vessel 

The definition and understanding of social sustainability in urban development differ significantly 

across the three cases.  This confirms Davidson’s (2010) view of social sustainability as an empty 

vessel to be filled with other concepts. In Täby Park social sustainability is concerned with 

building an environment that will offer ‘the good city life’ and in the end produce quality of life for 

its inhabitants and visitors. In Masthuggskajen, the value essence of social sustainability is social 

justice, and the work is largely concerned with securing cultural values and avoiding 

gentrification. In DrottningH the official view of what the city should work for is quality of life, but 

the value essence in the project is participation and identity, which is manifested in the dialogue 

process and the effort to create a district inhabitants will feel proud of. 

From the point of view of social sustainability as context dependent (Weingaertner and Moberg, 

2011) the differing interpretations can be seen as rational inference from varying conditions 

across the three projects. The project area for Täby Park being a horse racing course, and Täby’s 

vision of becoming a regional core, constitutes an explanation for the ambition to create a ‘liveable 

city’ to connect the municipality. Masthuggskajen’s characteristics as an existing district with 

cultural qualities but without residents, could explain the focus on retaining movements and 

features of the district. Drottninghög being an already existing residential district could explain 

the focus on participation and identity. 

From the perspective of Davidson (2010), however, the arbitrary use of social sustainability is 

problematic. Using the concept without ambitions and measures for social justice can legitimise 

inadequate planning, obscure lack of action and risk cementing injustices. This can be identified 

especially in the development program for Täby Park, which allegedly works towards social 

sustainability and creating the good city life for everyone, but where the development will mostly 

serve resource strong people. 

Market driven urban development and social justice – a key challenge 

The study indicates a conflict between market driven urban development and concerns for social 

justice. The market driven nature of urban development implies that, if there is no other steering 

to direct it, neighbourhoods will be developed, when, where and in the way that leads to the most 

amount of profit and not necessarily when, where and in the way that would give the best outcome 

for a socially just city.  

It should be acknowledged, however, that this friction between market-driven urban 

development and social concern does not necessarily imply that building socially sustainable 

cities is uneconomical – rather, it is a question of perspective. As highlighted by the Planner in 

Masthuggskajen, developers’ time perspective is often short, sometimes only stretching until 
construction is completed and property sold. For creating a socially just city, and for sustainability 

in general, such a time line is devastating.  
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From a national economic perspective, even though it might be more profitable for the 

municipality in the short run to sell its land to the highest bidder developing luxurious apartments 

for resource strong people, what are the long term costs of the segregation it produces? The 

marginalisation of people? The polarisation of the city with increased unrests? In the long run, it 

might be that all sectors in society would actually gain from stronger social considerations. If cost 

benefit analyses were more comprehensive and exploitation cost estimates were balanced with 

segregation cost estimates, urban development plans might look different. 

As the rules of urban development are unlikely to undergo any revolutionary changes in the near 

future, the current alternative is to use the structures and rules of the market for the means of a 

more socially just urban development. The Process Leader in Masthuggskajen states that this is 

what Älvstranden utveckling AB is trying to achieve, using the markets creativity to solve the 

social mission from politics. At its best the market can function as an ‘innovation machine’ 

(Baumol, 2002), but in order to contribute to a socially just city it needs to be given a social mission 

from politics. 

Affordable apartments – an important nut to crack for creating socially mixed neighbourhoods 

All three projects studied raised the problem of newly produced apartments becoming so 

expensive that only a limited group of people can afford to live there. In Drottninghög the effects 
are not as detrimental for integration as existing houses have cheaper rents which enables a social 

mix in the district. For Masthuggskajen and Täby Park on the other hand, this means only people 

with strong economic resources can afford to live there, which risks creating  segregated districts.  

Development/maintenance – a core conflict of social sustainability in urban development 

Just as Åhman (2013) suggests, the tension between development and maintenance is at the core 

of social sustainability and highly present in all three cases, but take different characters. In Täby 

Park the tension can be found in the Strategist’s account revealing stakeholders’ resistance 

towards changes needed for both a more ecologically sustainable and socially just district. In 

DrottningH it manifests in the Planner’s story of struggle to maintain qualities in the district 

appreciated by its inhabitants. In Masthuggskajen the conflict is seen in attempts to defend 

existing values in the district against the seemingly inevitable gentrification.  

Contrary to how Vallance et al. (2011) and Åhman (2013) describe the maintenance perspective, 

with focus on how resource strong people in society try to defend their lifestyles and privileges, 

Masthuggskajen and Drottninghög indicate the conflict can also be reversed. This is important, 

because if underprivileged people are given little room in the debate, and there is a conception 

that development is inherently positive, this might create a situation where these people’s 

objections to change are disregarded. 

Discussion and struggle – a formative aspect of social sustainability in urban development 

In all three cases discussion and struggle have played an important role in arriving at the planned 

developments. Negotiations between civil servants and developers have been one part of these 

discussions, but even more it seems it has been a process of increasing understanding and 

discovering new perspectives. Civil servants’ accounts only give one side of the story, but their 

narratives suggest discussions have made developers see things in new light and realise that 

proposals first dismissed as non-viable could be not only viable, but even profitable. Reaching 

these new perspectives has been a long process where civil servants’ engagement and the 

establishing of trust between stakeholders have been important preconditions. 
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5.2 CITYLAB ACTION 

In this part three observations of civil servants’ experience with Citylab Action are given and then 

four possible areas of improvements of the Citylab Action Guide are presented. 

A useful framework for covering the multi-dimensional work with sustainable urban development 

The civil servants from each project active in Citylab Action stressed the Guide’s role in helping 

them cover more aspects of the multifaceted work with creating sustainable urban development. 

Though the voluntariness of the Guide implies all aspects will not be included in the projects’ 

sustainability program, the Guide had at least initiated discussion that worked awareness raising 

and had helped projects discover questions and dimensions that otherwise might had been 

overlooked.  

Citylab Action had functioned as a platform for opening discussions and widening perspectives 

Both Täby Park and Masthuggskajen, whose Citylab Action project groups included both 

municipal and developer representatives, highlighted how Citylab Action had helped to create a 

process that led to a more open discussion and a better understanding between stakeholders. The 

Process Leader in Masthuggskajen found the organisational structure formed because of 

participation in Citylab Action had helped the project group loosen locked positions. The Strategist 

in Täby Park emphasised the value of the Citylab Action meetings and how meeting in more casual 

conditions had helped the process.  

The Citylab Action Guide had helped legitimise discussions on social issues in Täby Park 

In Täby Park the Strategist said the formulation 7.4 in the Citylab Action Guide had helped give 

legitimacy to discussions on public space and whom it is built for. The reason this was brought up 

by the Strategist in Täby Park and not by any of the other projects, might be due to the Strategist’s 

engagement for social questions in comparison to the agenda in the municipality and project she 

is working with. Hence, this observation does far from generalise to other Citylab Action projects. 

Neither are there any indications on how the discussions will affect the actual development in 

Täby Park. Still, the experience indicates that Citylab Action can play a role in supporting the social 

agenda of urban development projects. 

Improvement 1: Social goals for existing residential districts 

The Project Leader in DrottningH criticised the Guide for not including any of the aspects that had 

been found important in the work with Drottninghög and its inhabitants. He argued that the most 

important thing when redeveloping an existing residential district must be to consider the people 

living there. 

In the section Process management (sv. processtyrning) of the Citylab Action Guide there is a 

section called Participation in which projects are asked to consider a number of general principles 

for participation and citizen dialogue. However, none of the aims in the Guide deal with how to 

work with people living in a district to be redeveloped. The only aim that could possibly be related 

to such aspects is 4: Humans, which has the aim “A good living environment, that enables social 

activities and involves a minimised ecological footprint, should be prepared for residents, workers 

and visitors” (SGBC, 2016a, p. 16 [own translation]). If Citylab Action is intended to be used in 

districts similar to DrottningH, an investigation on how the Guide should be developed to best 

support such projects should be undertaken. 

Improvement 2: Demands or guidelines for performing a Social Impact Assessment  

The Citylab Action Guide should include demands or guidelines for performing a Social Impact 

Assessment (SIA). Such a SIA should not be just an arbitrary selection of social aspects handpicked 

by the projects themselves, which rather risks legitimising socially unjust planning (as the Täby 
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Park case). Instead, as proposed by Loit (2014, pp. 240-241), a SIA must engage a holistic analysis 

of the development to discern what impacts the development would have on segregation patterns 

and how the development would affect different groups of society. Such a SIA could raise 

awareness of how projects affect the larger social dimensions of the city and region and make it 

harder for projects to obscure the effects of their planning, which hopefully could lead to more 

socially just outcomes. 

Improvement 3: Affordable apartments and creating socially mixed housing 

Considering that all cases experienced challenges of building affordable apartments and creating 

socially mixed housing, it should be considered to give this issue more attention in the Citylab 

Action Guide and reward projects that take action and attempt new approaches. Currently, in the 

Citylab Action Guide there is one paragraph that relates to these challenges. Paragraph 3.4, under 

aim 3: Functions, states “Analysis and strategy for how the urban development project can 

contribute to meet the housing need in the immediate surroundings, the city and region, and at 

the same time counteract spatial socio-economic segregation” should be accounted for (SGBC, 

2016a, p. 15).  

The issue is of fundamental importance for a socially just urban development, and advancements 

in finding new approaches are of interest for everyone valuing a more socially just urban 
development. Therefore, SGBC could consider developing the Citylab Action Guide and 

certification system as to reward projects that try new approaches. For example by making newly 

produced apartments more affordable or finding other ways of making districts more socio-

economically integrated. 

Improvement 4: Consideration of the seven discrimination grounds and socio-economic status 

The Citylab Action Guide should include clearer formulations on taking the seven discrimination 

grounds and socio-economic status into consideration in the outcome of planning. In the current 

Guide, there is a formulation in the part on Participation under Process management stating 

“Describe how the right to participation and influence should regard everyone, taking into account 

gender, ethnicity or religious affiliation, disability, age, socio-economic status etc.” (SGBC, 2016a, 

p. 38 [own translation]). There is also the earlier mentioned paragraph 7.4 under 7: Places, asking 

for “Principles of how children’s and adolescences’, women’s, disabled’s and elderly’s needs will 

be given particular consideration in the design of public spaces and patches” (SGBC, 2016a, p. 20 

[own translation]). 

However, the first wording only accounts for the process of planning, not the outcome, and the 

second wording only accounts for public spaces and only includes three out of seven 

discrimination grounds and no consideration for socio-economic status. A better starting point 

for creating a socially just city would be a consideration of all discrimination grounds plus socio-

economic status, and that covers not only participation in the planning process or the formation 

of public spaces, but all outcome aspects of planning.  
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5.3 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The delimitation of only interviewing civil servants involves a limitation worth considering. Urban 

development is a complex process involving many actors such as politicians, civil servants, 

developers, businesses and citizens. According to Briassoulis (1999) planners may take on 

different roles in the planning process ranging from the “technician planner” who has a value-

neutral approach and believes in optimising solutions through science and rationality, to the 

“politician planner” who dismisses the idea of a public interest and believes that the planning 

process inevitably comprises power struggles where certain groups are often marginalised.  

Still, though planners have a possibility to influence the planning process, they work on a mission 

provided by politics. Therefore, interviewing politicians would have contributed to a more 

comprehensive understanding of a municipality’s work with social sustainability in planning. 

However, such an understanding would have required a study of more resources.  

 

5.4 CRITICAL REFLECTION 

It should be highlighted that the execution of the empirical methods offers some limitations. The 

author has a background as an engineering student and was, when the thesis started, 

inexperienced with qualitative methodology. The work with the thesis therefore came to 

constitute a learning process, where understanding of the methodology grew gradually.  

Practically, this had some implications on the construction of the empirical material. The 

understanding of how to hold interviews and what topics to raise developed during the process. 

This meant that the stringency in and between interviews were sometimes lacking. Therefore 

some interviews were complemented in hindsight by asking questions through e-mails. Answers 

were often brief and the quality of the information lacked the richness of the interviews, which 

made interpretation harder. 

Moreover, it was a challenge to balance a positive, empathic attitude that made informants 

comfortable to speak, with the questioning and controlling of informants’ answers important for 

validity. This meant that answers in interviews were not controlled to the extent that would 

perhaps have been desirable, in line with Kvale’s (1997) approach of controlling. Still, a critical 

approach was exercised during processing interviews and as two interviews were done in each 

project, some information could be controlled through comparison. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS 

The aim of this study was to (1) investigate how three pilot projects in Citylab Action, a new 

Swedish certification system for sustainable urban development, worked with social 

sustainability and (2) investigate within which areas the Citylab Action Guide best could be 

developed to support socially sustainable urban development. The study had a critical approach 

and involved two parts, a literature study to construct a relevant understanding of social 

sustainability, and an empirical part comprising case studies of three Citylab Action pilot projects’ 

work with social sustainability. Interviews with civil servants in pilot projects and analysis of 

planning documents constituted the basis of the empirical work.  

The literature study showed academic literature defining social sustainability was highly 

incoherent, notwithstanding, a reasonable interpretation of the concept on the most abstract level 

was found to be a good life for all people. Considering the state of the world and contemporary 

cities, it was argued that for realising such a goal the prioritised aspect should relate to increasing 

social justice in the city, and in the rest of the world for that matter. 

Analysis of case studies showed definitions and understanding of social sustainability is very 

mixed between and (except for Masthuggskajen) within projects. From the official view, social 

sustainability in Täby Park was focused on the physical planning’s ability to form a liveable 

environment, in DrottningH it was an aim of giving both inhabitants and the district a stronger 

identity and in Masthuggskajen to create social justice. Also the work for creating social 

sustainability was differing between cases. In Täby Park the main concern was to build an 

attractive, city-like district, in DrottningH the focus was on creating dialogue with inhabitants, and 

in Masthuggskajen the main concern was preserving cultural values and to avoid gentrification. 

The key challenges for creating social sustainability were lack of political will (Täby Park), 

balancing the ambition to satisfy current inhabitants’ preferences with the ambition to attract a 

new resource strong clientele (DrottningH), and creating a socially just city on the conditions of 

the market (Masthuggskajen). Synthesis of the empirical material suggests that in the end the key 

challenge of all projects involves the conflict between economic and social concerns, especially as 

the current planning practice’s aim of profit and economic growth often leads to marginalisation 

of people with less purchasing power. 

Overall, pilot projects found Citylab Action Guide had been helpful in covering the many 

dimensions of sustainability, including social sustainability. Two projects (Täby Park and 

Masthuggskajen) emphasised the value of how the Citylab Action program had improved 

discussions in the projects, which benefitted the planning process. Furthermore, in Täby Park the 

Citylab Action Guide had helped to legitimise discussion regarding issues of discrimination. 

DrottningH found the Guide to be lacking in aspects concerned with how to work with existing 

inhabitants in a district. 

For the development of the Citylab Action Guide to best support socially sustainable urban 

development, four main proposals are given. First, if the Guide is aimed also to be used for existing 

districts, aspects for how to work with existing inhabitants should be developed. Second, the 

Guide should include more distinct aims for projects to execute a comprehensive analysis of how 

the development will affect segregation patterns. Third, it should be considered to give more 

attention to the creation of affordable apartments and socially mixed housing. Fourth, the Guide 

should include aims for considering the seven discrimination grounds and socio-economic status 

in the outcome of planning instead of just the planning process as evident in the current Guide. 
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APPENDIX 

THE CITYLAB ACTION GUIDE 

In this section a more detailed outline of the Citylab Action Guide is given. 

Foundation 

The foundation is the first of three parts of the guide and contains aim, principles and desired 

effects of Citylab Action, as well as an orientation of how the document should be used. 

Aim 

The main aim of Citylab Action is to ”Support urban development projects that face complex 

challenges such as developing buildings without negative climate impact and environmental 

impact in new and existing districts, building dwellings to reasonable prices, creating a dense and 

connected city which is multifunctional and where humans have good access to green areas, 

service, culture and recreation.” (SGBC 2016a, p. 4 [own translation]). 

Principles 

Seven principles should characterise Citylab Action: 

 Citylab considers each project’s local conditions, as many urban development problems 
are context specific. 

 Systematised process management that incorporates holistic perspectives, systems 
thinking and transboundary collaborations is key for creating sustainable urban 

development projects. 

 Citylab advocates qualitative management by objectives rather than detailed oriented 

management, and does not ask for specific solutions in order to contribute to a 

constructive development rather than getting stuck a technicalities.  

 By advocating sharing culture and transparency among and within projects Citylab wish 

to contribute to a systemised knowledge accumulation for urban development. 

 Citylab sees inclusive collaboration of all groups in society as a prerequisite for a 

sustainable urban development. 

 Citylab encourages innovation-driven development, where problems are solved through 

innovation and new solutions. 

 Citylab Action does not require projects to get certified but offers an opportunity for 
certification. 

 

Desired effects 

Citylab Action has formulated ten desired effects for participating projects that concerns the 

project area, the city, the region, the country and the world: 

 Good health and well-being for people, which is affected by people’s individual choices 

and lifestyles as well as structural factors such as spatial qualities and democratic rights. 

 Equality and social cohesion, especially good dwellings to reasonable prices, is important 
in an ethical, democratic and national economic perspective. 

 Participation and influence should concern everyone, with regard to gender, ethnic or 
religious belonging, disability, age and socio-economic status and is a fundamental 

condition. 
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 Creating safe living environments where residents, workers and visitors can be part of 

the public space on equal conditions.  

 An attractive city life - “a sustainable and heterogeneous city open for a mix of cultures” 
(SGBC 2016a, p.7 [own translation]) that can attract investors, businesses, residents and 

visitors. 

 Resource economising implies an efficient use of resources, engaging recycling, 
renewable sources and sharing to cut inputs of energy, materials and water. 

 Urban development projects should aim at no negative climate impact. 

 No negative environmental impact includes among others to avoid spread of hazardous 
substances, decrease stress on ecosystems, preserve biodiversity and decrease the human 

ecological footprint. 

 Cities should embody resilience and flexibility, meaning they should be able to handle 
stress and change such as climate change and future urban needs, and be able to rebuild 

important functions when damaged. 

 

Sustainability goals 

In the second part of the guide, Sustainability goals, 17 different goals within five different scopes 

are pronounced. There are no compulsory goals or predefined targets in the guide, but each urban 

development project should, with guidance from the 17 goals, formulate their own project specific 

goals with regard to local resources and conditions. In the guide, each goal includes a number of 

different aspects for the projects to consider and include in the sustainability program. Below the 

17 goal formulations, directly translated from the guide (SGBC 2016a, pp. 10-11), are presented. 

Spatial and integrated urban qualities 

Aim 1 – Buildings 

Land should be used in a resource efficient way, adapted to local conditions, where existing and 

new buildings are connected to attain a physically connected and socially integrated city. 

Aim 2 – Cultural values 

Existing cultural values and a living cultural history should as far as possible be used and 

maintained as conditions for development and integration of new buildings. 

Aim 3 – Functions 

Conditions for great manifoldness and variation in the formation and mix of functions (dwellings, 
services, culture and work places) should be created and simultaneously adjacent building 

environments should be heeded.  

Aim 4 – People 

A good living environment, that enables social activities and involves a minimised ecological 

footprint, should be prepared for residents, workers and visitors. 

 

Accessibility and proximity to functions 

Aim 5 – Transports 

The project should create proximity and accessibility to different urban functions and facilities 

(dwellings, work places, public services, culture etc.) and create good conditions for using 

sustainable transports (walking, cycle, public transport and delivery). 
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Aim 6 – ICT 

The project should guarantee that information and communication technology (ICT) and the 

information a city needs or generates is integrated and used in a feasible way to develop the city 

sustainably.  

Aim 7 – Places 

The built and natural environment should offer safe and secure public and semi-public places and 
patches for people no matter background, gender, disability and age. 

Aim 8 – School environment 

Schools and kindergartens should be designed with good outdoor and indoor environments, and 

also be integrated in a sustainable development of the project area. 

Adapted air, light and sound environment 

Aim 9 – Air 

A good air quality should be secured and air quality issues should be included on an early stage to 

avoid future problems. 

Aim 10 – Light 

Good local light conditions should be created to safeguard urban qualities regarding orientability, 

road safety, safety and aesthetics.  

Aim 11 – Sound 

Good architecture and a living city environment that also manages noise issues should be attained 

in order to avoid negative health effects in the shape of e.g. stress, high blood pressure, sleeping 

and concentration difficulties, disorientation or general discomfort. 

 

Multifunctional green areas and climate adaptation  

Aim 12 – Green areas 

Multifunctional green areas and ecosystem services that give good conditions for healthy air 

quality, sound environment and micro climate should be created or maintained, which 

strengthens physical, mental, and social well-being. 

Aim 13 – Climate adaptation 

Society’s robustness when facing changes of the world should increase and vulnerability for future 

extreme cloudburst and rising water levels, in oceans, watercourses and lakes and rising 

temperatures should be minimised. 

 

Resources in circulation 

Aim 14 – Material flows 

A low resource usage with circular flows of biologically degradable resources and technically non-

renewable resources should be upheld.  

Aim 15 – Products 

Choices of products and materials should be done as to avoid spreading of substances hazardous 

to environment and health, and to create prerequisites for good working conditions and a good 

working environment in the production and construction phase. 
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Aim 16 – Water  

A water supply that is reliable and resource efficient in an environment and health perspective 

should be established, with a secure delivery of drinking water and a sustainable management of 

waste water and surface water. 

Aim 17 – Energy 

Energy use should be minimised, renewable energy sources that has limited impact on 
environment and health should be used and emission of greenhouse gases should be close to zero. 

 

Process management 

The third, and last, part of the guide deals with process management. The starting point is that 

sustainable urban development requires a long term process that works to facilitate cooperation 

between many different actors. The following four focus areas are addressed. 

Organisation 

Organising the urban development project in a beneficial way is key to reaching sustainable 

outcomes. A clear plan of how actors and fields of interests in the projects are coordinated should 

be made, and in particular questions of how the project will be managed, what competence is 

needed and how sustainability work is coordinated should be considered. The organisation 

should build on a holistic perspective, systems thinking, and process oriented, transboundary 

cooperation between different actors.  

Cooperation 

The common separation of society in sectors is problematic for creating sustainable urban 

development. Cooperation implies a dissolution of such separation and integrating actors, internal 

as well external, in the project. Projects should aim to strengthen governance, the interactive 

cooperation between different actors in society, to enable a better handling of the complex 

problems in urban development. In particular the project should develop strategies, processes, 

tools and methods to coordinate actors and fields of interest to create holistic solutions, 

multifunctionality and flexibility.  

Participation 

With urban development projects often involving changes in environments with existing 

residents, participation becomes a question of citizens’ democratic right to partake in the process 

as well as making use of the unique knowledge that residents and users in a district possess. The 

urban development process therefore requires systematic and constructive methods to handle 

local actors interests and knowledge, and in particular to handle the challenge of engaging passive 

as well as active stakeholders. 

Innovation 

Citylab Action encourages urban development projects to meet challenges with new solutions and 

innovative thinking. This requires, among others, a process management that is susceptible for 

new developments, a better cooperation between politics, public actors, businesses and academia, 

a holistic view on the many subsystems of a city and a successful engagement of local actors. 

 

 

 

 


