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Editorial

Urban Renewal, Governance and Sustainable Development:
More of the Same or New Paths?

Ingemar Elander

School of Humanities, Education and Social Sciences, Örebro University, 70281 Örebro, Sweden;
ingemar.elander@oru.se

Humanity seems to have been thrown into a ‘perfect storm’ of several huge challenges
such as global warming, accelerating extinction of species, the corona pandemic and
uncontrollable migration streams caused by fossil fuel emissions, overexploitation of
natural resources, extreme weather, viruses, and ethnic and religious conflicts. On top of
this, there are even signs that liberal democracy is in crisis, far from the days when it was
proclaimed irreversibly hegemonic [1]. The challenges mentioned are, by many scientists,
some world leaders and a broader audience, considered existential threats in need of urgent
action, that is ‘securitization’ [2]. As the causes, effects and adequate reactions upon these
threats are contested, there are no given solutions how to ‘de-securitize’ them, neither
one by one, no less together. In other words, it is ultimately a question of how government
and governance configurations globally, at various levels and settings, choose to decide
on the road forward. Although world leaders in the Global North have been desperately
fertilizing their economies with heaps of money to recover the still largely fossil-dependent
‘Great Acceleration’, there are in this ‘critical juncture’ also windows of opportunity to
enter new paths. How do urban public institutions and actors in market and civil society
respond to these crises? Do they only try to reinvent old ideas and practices, or do they
search for healthier, more sustainable, democratic and just ways of handling major threats
and risks?

There is a widening gap between current and expected development and what needs
to be done in responding to climate change: ‘Record atmospheric greenhouse gas concentra-
tions and associated accumulated heat have propelled the planet into uncharted territory,
with far-reaching repercussions for current and future generations’ [3], The Climate Pact
agreed upon at Glasgow in October 2021 ended up with representatives of the participating
nations signing a deal calling for the world’s major emitters of greenhouse gases to keep
the key target of limiting the increase of global warming to 1.5 degrees as agreed upon
in Paris 2015. However, as the increase in temperature since then has already reached
1.2 degrees, this seems unlikely, as it implies that most of the remaining oil, gas and coal
reserves on earth have to remain unexploited [4]. At least the Pact promises more money
for developing nations to help them adapt to the worst effects of climate change, also
clarifying the rules around carbon markets. At the very end, however, India, backed by
China and other coal-dependent nations, in the Global South rejected a clause calling for
the ‘phase out’ of fossil-fired power in favor of the less demanding wording ‘phase down’.
The implication of that switch of one single word was met dismally by many EU countries,
and in particular all small island nations, who are the most vulnerable to rising sea levels
caused by climate change. As succinctly stated by the Guardian columnist George Monbiot:
World leaders ‘make a series of grand announcements, then convince us they have saved
the planet. Words are politically cheap, actions are expensive’ [5].

The multilevel handling of climate-change mitigation and adaptation reflects the com-
plexity of this policy area. Nation-states and other actors such as trans-national companies,
universities, scientific laboratories, NGOs and social movements are all important members
in the choir of voices needed to phase out fossil-fired power dependency. Agreements and
regulations at global, international and national levels are, indeed, important frameworks
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within which regional and local policy measures are taken, but action by public, private,
and voluntary association actors may also influence policy making at, or between, various
levels. Whether these actions will also have an impact on high-level, large-scale decisions
is questionable, although they are certainly crucial when it comes to local climate change
adaptation in relation to the consequences of extreme weather. The sheer magnitude of policy
initiatives at the local level, their diversity, and the experimental and practical nature of
many local projects, are bound to bring forward genuinely new ideas and solutions, but to
have an overall impact, they also have to be a matter of national, international and global
politics, not to forget the potential of a massive bottom-up mobilization by youth and adult
climate activists in civil society.

Although we have a multi-level governance system where issues of responsibility and
respect for future generations and non-human species are discussed and, at least to some
extent, taken into account, this is far from a rosy picture of different actors getting together
in search for efficient and democratic measures to mitigate and adapt to climate change.
On the contrary, there is an ongoing struggle among actors on different levels concerning
the right to take part in defining and addressing global issues, and there is no guarantee
that policies will move in the direction of a broad, final consensus on the road towards a
fossil-free planet. There is even a world-wide strong coal-lobby as brought into the light by
the ‘climategate’ [6], including powerful politicians like West Virginia Democratic Senator
Joe Manchin, so far making Congress block the Biden administration ‘Build Back Better’
Act, including its long-term phasing-out-fossil-power agenda [7].

However—and not to forget—almost thirty years ago, in the wake of the 1992 Earth
Summit in Rio, and the 1996 Habitat II Conference in Istanbul, the world experienced a
worldwide, locally based movement addressing ‘sustainable development’. The World
Bank launched the Urban Partnership initiative, urging city and national officials to mobi-
lize ‘the resources and talents of bilateral organizations, NGOs, academics, corporations,
foundations, and individuals to activate carefully selected teams of experts who will work
with them to develop strategic frameworks and to chart pathways for long term growth’.
The premise was that ‘analysis of a successful city should not be one-dimensional, but must
include all the elements of livability, productivity, competitiveness and governance’: [8]
‘The global threats—mainly resource depletion, environmental degradation and climate
change—require global partnership. This global partnership has become a central issue
for world peace. Global environmental and development policy is the peace policy of the
future’ [9].

Partnerships in the Habitat II context were then perceived to have ‘a very wide scope,
encompassing international capacity building programs at the national and subnational
levels’. The aim was to empower all interested parties, particularly local authorities, the pri-
vate sector, the co-operative sector, trade unions, non-governmental and community-based
organizations, to enable them to play an effective role in shelter and human settlements
planning and management ‘/ . . . /Each Government should ensure the right of all mem-
bers of its society to take an active part in the affairs of the community in which they live
and ensure and encourage participation in policymaking at all levels’ [10].

Common arguments in favor of partnership mentioned in the policy-orientated litera-
ture then revolved around the concepts synergy, transformation, and budget enlargement,
often exemplified by referring to the joint venture between a profit-seeking commercial firm
and non-profit organizations like a local government or a charity. An associated negotiation
process over the distribution of profits was then perceived to favor private shareholders as
well as social ends. However, even at the time of launching the partnership, vision critical
voices reminded us that ’partnerships are complex systems with considerable potential but
at the same time full of unexpected traps for the unwary’ [8].

Gradually, concepts like ‘ecological citizen’, ‘political consumer’ and ‘moral agent’
became commonplace, thus signaling the potential and willingness of individuals and
households to change their attitudes and behavior towards sustainable consumption and
lifestyles [11,12]. In addition, Extinction Rebellion, Fridays for Future and other action
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initiatives are examples of a world-wide bottom-up movement with growing potential.
However, green values, attitudes, and a willingness to change one’s consumption behavior
do not just emerge out of talk and protest. Inhabitants of the earth live in a global system
of capitalism based on fossil-fuel dependent production and consumption that leaves no
one free to choose an alternative, but in small pockets of knowledge, time and space. In
particular, most people living in the Global South are, during the foreseeable future, strongly
dependent on fossil-fuel-based production of energy to increase their living standard,
regardless of global agreements on net-zero emissions of CO2. In other words, there is a
long way to go from pockets of ‘green growth’ to potentially ‘de-growth’ societies [13,14].
Still, long-term change in behavior is possible, although in need of substantial support
from responsible multi-level, public and private institutions. Considering the complexity
of global warming and sustainable development in all their aspects, there is not, and could
not be, one ultimate governance fix for securitizing the consequences of climate change
related threats. What we have is a patchwork of partly overlapping assemblies, located at
different levels and sectors, and representing different spheres of authority. Government
institutions establish links to the parallel structures of informal, voluntary associations such
as social movements and environmental associations, as well as individuals, households
and for-profit companies, that is a system of ‘hybrid governance’ [2,15].

Although participation and deliberation within the framework of representative insti-
tutions could be supportive in the struggle for a low carbon dependent, sustainable society,
these mechanisms are still being used for practices dependent on fossil fuel-based economic
growth and an ever-increasing excessive consumption in the Global North. Despite this,
there is no lack of local counter-initiatives in favor of creating low carbon, sustainable
cities and neighborhoods, signposted by catchwords such as ‘eco-cities’, ‘low-carbon cities’,
‘sustainable cities’, ‘zero carbon cities’, ‘green cities’, ‘just cities’, ‘transition towns’, ‘vir-
tual cities’, ‘Oekostadt’, ‘healthy cities’, ‘inclusive cities’, etc. In addition, ‘slim’, ‘slow’,
‘de-growth’, and ‘Lo-Tek’ cities indicate alternatives to the still strong techno-digital strand
of urban renewal visions [11].

In its latest report, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change provides an
overview of the current state of knowledge and highlights the need for society to handle
the huge dual and interlinked challenge of radically reducing the dependency on fossil
fuels and preparing for future outbreaks of extreme weather [16]. Mitigation of climate
change aims at halting the increase of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere and making a
fossil-free future possible, whereas adaptation aims at making society more resilient to the
impacts of climate change whatever its root causes, that is reducing damage caused by
sudden threats like flooding, heatwaves, droughts and forest fires. The state of knowledge
about the historical development and the current situation, as well as credible forecasts
about what will happen, are scientifically well founded as a basis for policies and planned
activities to mitigate the emissions causing climate change and adapt to contemporary and
future impacts and risks, in the direction of making society more secure [17,18].

Unfortunately, however, there is no corresponding knowledge of exactly where, when
and with what specific consequences global warming will appear. Nevertheless, mitigation
and adaptation are both crucial aspects implying efforts at all levels and sectors of society,
that is multi-level, hybrid governance and planning targeted at the reduction of greenhouse
gas emissions and risk reduction [2]. The scale of these challenges calls for the state to be
strongly involved in multi-scalar securitizing efforts that are coordinated with businesses,
non-governmental organizations, citizens and inhabitants at national, regional and local
levels. Thus, both mitigation and adaptation are collective security issues characterized
by considerable uncertainty concerning policy and measures regarding who should take
responsibility for those actions. Notably, with regard to adaptation to extreme events such
as flooding, wild-fires and contaminated air, there is no escape, not even for those who still
negate or ignore the real human-induced causes of global warming.

Climate change then has to be addressed in a policy framework taking a broad view,
acknowledging economic, cultural, social and political dimensions and their complicated
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interrelationships with overall ecological concerns [19]. As once stated by Peter Marcuse:
‘Sustainability is not enough/ . . . /the promotion of “sustainability” may simply encourage
the sustaining of the unjust status quo and how the attempt to suggest that everyone
has common interests in “sustainable urban development” masks very real conflicts of
interest’ [20]. Presuming an institutional (dis)order with crisscrossing spheres of governance
configurations adapted to context-bound circumstances, it is no wonder that governance
research has become strikingly multifaceted in terms of theory, method, and empirical
focus. The eight contributions in this Special Issue exemplify innovative ideas and practices
related to the challenges of ‘sustainability’, including climate change and its repercussions
on urban settings.

The contribution by Hoelscher, Geirbo, Harboe and Petersen is a critical examination of
narratives and practices of resilience and sustainability as applied in various urban settings,
especially in the Global South. Arguing that common ‘best practice’ governance approaches
may rather contribute to further crisis, they instead bring attention to ‘reflexivity’—a
capacity to reconsider core values and practices as crucial for learning by experience in
urban policy and practice. Presuming the potential of crisis will become the ‘new normal’,
they argue that policy and analysis of places should instead be examined and practiced
with special attention to their implications for values such as ‘justice’ and ‘equity’. Offering
a conceptual representation of urban crisis in terms of capacity, necessity, and possibility as
a three-dimensional lens, they finally exemplify their approach through snapshots from
case studies of cities of Detroit (MI, USA) and Medellin (Colombia).

Granberg and Glover, in their study of three very different cities (Baltimore (MA,
USA), Karlstad (Sweden) and Port Vila (Venezuela), highlight the need for addressing
the socially unjust, power asymmetrical causes and consequences of how climate risks
and vulnerabilities are distributed in terms of justice and power. What priorities and
values are at stake? Who decides and how? Who pays and who gains? Although climate
change adaptation has primarily been informed by meteorology and related disciplines,
this discourse has widened also to include social sciences, subjecting adaptation practices
to analysis in terms of policy, governance and implementation. In this article, adaptation of
climate change is critically analyzed and discussed in the context of the ‘just city’ as a key
theoretical and normative concept. The authors conclude that the social context with its
power and justice asymmetries is crucial to understand the distribution and handling of
climate risks and vulnerabilities.

In their study of the South Durban Industrial Basins, Lidskog and Leonard take
‘reflexive governance’ as their conceptual point of departure, stating that this is a ‘new
mode of governance’, being more inclusive and efficient in responding to complex risks
than other approaches. Arguing that there is limited scholarly work on the theoretical
and empirical foundations of this governance approach, especially how it may unfold in
the Global South, they explore the conditions and constraints for reflexive governance in
one of the most polluted regions in southern Africa, also being the scene for contention
between residents, industry and government, and the struggle for inclusive democracy
during apartheid. The authors find constraints involved in enabling reflexive governance,
the most important one being the exclusionary, close alliance between government and
industry, overshadowing the protection of social and environmental values, thus again
highlighting the need for conceptually informed, context-sensitive analysis.

Offering a multitude of interpretations, ‘social sustainability’ is a rather vague and
misused concept, and therefore has to be meticulously specified to be more than just words
in policy and planning practice. Drawing upon Carol Lee Bacchi’s methodological approach,
Johansson and Gabrielsson present results in their article from a context-sensitive study of
proclaimed public policy for social innovations and enterprise in a Swedish city. Policy and
research on perceived sustainability policies are loaded with ideological contradictions,
here illustrated by projects undergoing policy shifts from stronger, collective sustainability
ambitions to ‘softer’, individual-focused problem representations driven by pragmatic
interpretations and the perceived need to make decisions based on a limited range of
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information. The article concludes by emphasizing the need for more critical reflection on
how the social dimension is defined when going from words to deeds in implementing
ideologically colored concepts like ‘sustainable development´.

The article by Fell and Mattson follows up on a critical stance to the longstanding
public–private partnership (PPP) hype in much literature on the phenomenon. Using the
Doughnut Economics (DE) model as their analytical guide, they conduct a systematic
literature review illuminating the shortcomings and limitations of PPP and its potential
ability to grapple with unsustainable urban development. The results show that PPPs are
often far from inclusive, and instead rather excluding local actors—‘the people’—from
collaborative participation. Still the model could be useful as a tool to test the scope and
depth of local collaborations, for example in the context of international treaties like the
Social Development Goals, however, preferably adding a fourth P—people—to the triple
formula. They thus conclude that there is still a long way to go to make PPPs inclusive in
terms of various dimensions of social justice.

The article by Guziana brings to the fore another gap in the context of participation
policy, practice and research—often advertised under a ‘social sustainability’ flag—namely
who are/are not accepted as citizens in a basic civic and political sense. Worldwide
migration makes national policymaking stuttering by not considering the political and
ethical concerns about immigrants being defined as citizens, non-citizens, ‘nomads’ or
‘the others’. Taking Sweden as an example, the article demonstrates the lack of inclusive
language at local government websites, thereby blurring online information on who are/are
not invited to participate. Analysis of information on municipal websites thus reveals that
the term citizen is commonly used in a way literally excluding all residents not having
acquired formal citizenship. One normative conclusion then is that government authorities
should evade using the term ‘citizen’ when addressing their public, except for instances
explicitly requiring formal citizenship.

Taking their point of departure in the notion of ‘holistic simplicity’, Eimermann,
Lindgren and Lundmark explore the willingness of people in the Global North to revise
their lifestyles, for example by cultivating their own vegetables, spending more time with
relatives, neighbors and friends, as well as reading, walking and doing other everyday
activities not dependent on extensive pressure on natural resources. Applying this concept
to examine lifestyle patterns in different demographic groups, the article contributes to
scholarly debates on the prospects of entering paths towards a ‘de-growth’ society. Drawing
upon quantitative register data as a novel method in this field, they demonstrate how to
measure the relative magnitude of holistic simplifiers in a population. Selecting smaller
samples for longitudinal studies would make it possible to identify individuals willing
to reduce their income, move away from more affluent, densely populated places, reduce
their negative impact on the environment and turning to ‘downshifting’ lifestyles.

Jasmina Nedevska in her ‘hypothesis’ contribution brings attention to the increasing
role of courts in climate litigation as a relatively new, understudied tool in climate gov-
ernance not least in cases where local and global green movements raise protest against
projects causing further exploitation of natural resources and increase of CO2 emissions.
The author presents a plan for studying judges’ opinions and dissents in the United States
exploring the views of U.S. judges on climate litigation conflicts in relation to the ideal of
separation of powers: directly, as a political question doctrine, and indirectly, as a doctrine
of legal standing. Considering the increasing number of conflicts between the stated goals
of CO2 reduction and fossil fuel-dependent industry, the role of courts, not only in the
United States, will become even more frequent and thus in need of critical studies.
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Abstract: The irreversible transition towards urban living entails complex challenges and vulnera-
bilities for citizens, civic authorities, and the management of global commons. Many cities remain
beset by political, infrastructural, social, or economic fragility, with crisis arguably becoming an
increasingly present condition of urban life. While acknowledging the intense vulnerabilities that
cities can face, this article contends that innovative, flexible, and often ground-breaking policies,
practices, and activities designed to manage and overcome fragility can emerge in cities beset by crisis.
We argue that a deeper understanding of such practices and the knowledge emerging from contexts
of urban crisis may offer important insights to support urban resilience and sustainable development.
We outline a simple conceptual representation of the interrelationships between urban crisis and
knowledge production, situate this in the context of literature on resilience, sustainability, and crisis,
and present illustrative examples of real-world practices. In discussing these perspectives, we reflect
on how we may better value, use, and exchange knowledge and practice in order to address current
and future urban challenges.

Keywords: urban development; sustainability; urban resilience; crisis; flexibility; innovation; knowl-
edge production

1. Introduction

The irreversible transition towards urban living entails complex challenges and vul-
nerabilities for citizens, civic authorities, and the management of global commons. By and
large, these challenges are diverse and well known. Political and institutional fragmenta-
tion and rising inequality and austerity are changing the structural conditions for cities and
citizens. Population growth and migration are challenging how cities are planned and gov-
erned, affecting their ability to provide basic services, housing, mobility, and infrastructure
needs [1,2]. The growth and diversification of urban populations and the spatial expansion
of cities strains the bureaucratic and technical capacities of how cities can plan and govern
territories, provide services to citizens, and manage the competing needs and demands
of growing urban constituencies [3,4]. Moreover, as cities become larger, more complex,
diverse, and contested, addressing issues of inequality and exclusion and managing crime
and security become more challenging [5].

Overarching these, environmental change and the disruptive nature of global health
crises and pandemics also loom as specters threatening cities. Unmanaged and unregulated
spatial and land-use plans contribute to urban areas becoming vulnerable to climate change
impacts [6], and the sudden-onset and long-term impacts of climate change represent
existential ecological threats [7,8]. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic has illustrated cities’
political, economic, and social vulnerability caused by health emergencies that are unlikely
to abate in the coming decades. All of these changes have fundamental implications for the

Sustainability 2022, 14, 898. https://doi.org/10.3390/su14020898 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability9



Sustainability 2022, 14, 898

resilience and vulnerability of societies and how cities are planned, governed, and lived
in [9,10].

These brief examples are neither an exhaustive nor new set of challenges. Yet they are
increasingly recognized and framed through a lens of multidimensional global crisis and
systemic risk [11,12] with an explicitly urban characteristic [13,14]. Moreover, while rapidly
urbanizing cities of the Global South are often pointed to as facing some of the most severe
challenges or possessing less capacity to manage them [15–18], highly developed and
urbanized countries also face increasingly fragile urban systems [19]. This has led to the
widespread embrace of urban resilience perspectives [20], with cities becoming central to
achieving sustainable development agendas. Yet the scale, pace, intensity, and complexity
of challenges cities will face in the coming decades may render more established approaches
to urban resilience and sustainability thinking insufficient. Pelling, for instance, has noted
how common framings of resilience may tend to reproduce the status quo [21] rather than
encourage transformative or transformational urban change that encompasses potentially
radical shifts in structures, institutions, cultures, and practices in urban systems that
may facilitate more resilient and sustainable cities [22–24]. While more transformational
approaches to resilience are emerging in areas of reflexive governance [25–28] and urban
experimentation and innovation [29], there are still mixed results regarding how more
‘transformational’ insights are integrated into broader urban policy and practice [30].

In light of this, this article offers a conceptual reflection with illustrative empirical
examples on how urban crisis may shape how knowledge is produced, used, and shared
to support urban resilience. This perspective is anchored in the idea that crises have the
potential to represent periods of reflection and possibility that may necessitate or encourage
new or novel practices to contend with social, political, economic, and environmental
challenges. This is broadly informed by the idea of reflexivity and its considerations of how
to support responsive change to address socio-ecological challenges while also maintaining
a sufficient degree of systemic stability and integrity [31,32]. Here reflexivity is seen as “the
capacity of an agent, structure, process or set of ideas to change in the light of reflection on
its performance” [25] (p.942).

We contend that cities experiencing crises can be places where such ‘reflexive‘ knowl-
edge and practices may emerge. Our central assertion is that cities beset by fragility, crisis,
and vulnerability—be it political, infrastructural, social, economic, or otherwise—can and
do constitute important sites of knowledge production for urban resilience practices, and
that they produce insights that we should pay greater attention to. This reflection is based
on two premises. First, practices emerging in ‘crisis cities’ that are institutionally con-
strained or resource-limited may represent new or flexible models of resilience. Crisis can
often represent a juncture where ‘ideal’ solutions are not possible, traditional approaches
are no longer effective, or the consequences of delayed action are punitive. In these con-
texts, more transformative actions that are outside the scope of the ‘conventional’ may
become permissible or necessary, opening space for new and potentially insightful knowl-
edge and practices to emerge. Second, like other recent contributions [33], we maintain
that ideas surrounding the production and use of knowledge for urban resilience must
broaden to recognize and acknowledge alternative perspectives and practices. Doing so
challenges dominant framings or established pathways of knowledge distribution of how
urban resilience should be practiced or enacted [34] and where knowledge or expertise
should emerge from [35–37]. Moreover, as cities across the globe will increasingly face
vulnerabilities in the coming decades, it is imperative that we more thoughtfully consider
how knowledge emerging from crises can inform how we act to address future crises in
other contexts [38,39]. In light of this, we outline in Figure 1 a representation of how urban
crisis may shape processes of knowledge production.
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Figure 1. A conceptual representation of urban crisis and knowledge production.

In this representation, where “resilience continues to be mainly externally defined
by expert knowledge from academia, international organization and governmental agen-
cies” [40] (p. 257), ‘established’ forms of knowledge and practice tend to flow unidirec-
tionally toward contexts of urban crisis. Yet as crisis impacts institutions, markets, and
urban systems, these contexts are variously characterized by (i) constraints on resources
and capacity; (ii) the necessity or urgency of action to address crisis; and (iii) a greater
possibility for alternative actions [41]. Due to these conditions, established forms of knowl-
edge that may support resilience may be resisted, ineffective, or inadequate to address
the challenges at hand [42]. Yet, in parallel, alternative forms of knowledge iteratively
emerge from local constellations of crisis as shaped by the nature of capacity, necessity, and
possibility. Here, these alternative knowledges and practices are both grounded in local
characteristics and influenced by established knowledge and practice and may constitute
new or novel forms of resilience [43]. We argue that greater attention should be paid to
how the dynamics of urban crisis shape such forms of new knowledge and practices to
address vulnerabilities and how these could be integrated and shared to inform broader
resilience and sustainability practices.

Having outlined the contours of our position, the article proceeds as follows. The
next section briefly reviews selected insights from the sustainability, resilience, and crisis
literatures and considers how crises may present opportunities for innovative or alternative
knowledge and practice to emerge. Section 3 considers how cities in crisis may represent
new sites of practice and their place in the processes of knowledge production and learning
and anchor our reflections in illustrative examples from Medellín, Colombia, and Detroit,
USA. Section 4 discusses broader implications and Section 5 concludes.

2. Crisis, Sustainability, and Resilience

The recognition of the challenges that cities face has shaped the evolving conception
of ‘urban crisis’. Emerging out of the confluence of racial tensions and neoliberal austerity
in the US in the 1960s and 1970s, ‘urban crisis’ was deployed as a device to both describe
the impacts of these forces and justify interventions to counteract them [44]. Yet the notion
of urban crisis is diffuse and deployed to various ends. Often, crisis is viewed as an
aberration from a prevailing ‘normal’, an interruption of the status quo, or a disruption
of an otherwise ‘acceptable’ state of affairs. Here, Novalia and Malekpour note that crises
are often framed as “special event(s) of exogenous origin punctuating the evolutionary
dynamics of prevailing socio-technical or socio-ecological systems” [45] (p. 361). Others
see crisis as a persistent feature of socio-technical systems under neo-liberal capitalism
such that crisis is a chronic condition of societies today [46–48]. We consider ‘urban crisis’
to refer to contexts where the scale and/or magnitude of interconnected vulnerabilities
that cities face present severe immediate or long-term challenges. The remainder of this
section considers how crisis, sustainability, and resilience shape how we think about urban
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practice and the extent to which crisis may serve functions of “perpetuating the status quo,
or, triggering systemic transformation” [45] (p. 361).

2.1. Averting Crisis: Sustainability and Resilience

Urban sustainability and urban resilience have become central to how we understand
and contend with chronic and acute crises. While defined in a range of ways, urban
sustainability and urban resilience can be viewed as emphasizing adaptability, flexibility,
and the ability to respond to external shocks [49–51], and see cities as complex, interlinked
and adaptive social, ecological, political, cultural, and economic systems that are prone
to vulnerability in the face of new challenges [52–55]. Although both may be broadly
considered to “understand system dynamics, enhance strategic competencies, and include
diverse perspectives” [50] (p. 38), resilience and sustainability approaches also differ
in important ways, with the boundary conditions of each concept often contested and
critiqued [34,56–58].

Broadly, the resilience concept may be viewed as a more passive approach pursued
with the purpose of understanding and responding to uncertainty, vulnerability, and the
ability of systems to cope with shocks and crises. Alternatively, sustainability might be seen
as a more active, deeper, adaptive endeavor devoted to the protection and maintenance
of systems that provide social, economic, human, and ecological benefits [55,56]. One
may consider resilience approaches as focusing on the process of systemic changes and
practices, while sustainability approaches have a greater focus on the outcomes of such
actions [50]. For this article, we consider urban resilience as the “ability for any urban
system, with its inhabitants, to maintain continuity through all shocks and stresses” [59],
and urban sustainability as the adaptive actions and processes that balance current and
future ecological, economic and social interests “in response to changes within and beyond
urban settlements” [60] (p. 213). By using these definitions, we view sustainability and
resilience as related yet distinct concepts, but also concepts that should be interrogated
regarding how they relate to contexts of urban crisis.

Therefore, a principal interest in this article is to consider how the knowledge and
practices that emerge from urban crisis contexts are used to address and manage conditions
of acute and chronic vulnerability. Here we focus on how crisis may inform how urban
resilience and sustainability are conceptualized and practiced, rather than simply seeing
them as being imposed from the outside. This interest is driven by urban resilience and
sustainability thinking remaining encumbered by what we see as two particular challenges.
First, there is a relative inflexibility of underlying urban systems [61] that can be seen as
a structural barrier to implementing and scaling new practices. Infrastructure systems,
institutional and governance structures, and other social and economic conditions can
limit how cities alter how they respond, react, or engage with the challenges they face. For
instance, Childers and co-authors highlight the problems related to inertia and the lack of
flexibility that hinders change and may make cities more prone to vulnerability [62].

Second, and related to this structural inflexibility, there is a tendency to pursue a
continuation of the status quo or incrementalism that reduces space for transformative or
reflexive approaches [21,57,63]. Here, ‘established’ approaches and actions often emerge
through the reproduction of existing ‘expertise’ and orthodoxy that may be inflexible or
inadequate to meet the challenges at hand. These may also tend to “support particular
types of state–society relations, construct particular kinds of at-risk subjects, and privilege
technocratic solutions to disaster vulnerability” [64] (p. 1327). Over time, this incremen-
talism may see a fragmentation of the logic that underlies these approaches, such as the
global or local situatedness that action should be taken [65]. Such challenges can be seen in
the sustainable cities discourse [66,67], which broadly encompasses an approach to balance
social and environmental concerns with urban growth in light of the ecological, social,
political, and economic challenges that cities face [68]. In identifying how a narrower
techno-economic focus is increasingly defining discussions around sustainable cities at the
expense of justice and equity concerns, Hodson and Marvin note that “the sustainable city
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appears to be weakening as the dominant policy or research discourse of the future of the
urban environments” [69] (p.9).

Given the inflexibility, incrementalism, and top-down focus inherent in many of the
more ‘traditional’ resilience and sustainability approaches, the possibility of alternative
knowledge that may emerge from conditions of crisis to support urban resilience is often
precluded. This can hinder more reflexive or transformative knowledge production. McK-
innon and Derickson note that the idea of resilience “privileges the restoration of existing
systemic relations rather than their transformation” [57] (p. 262). This further speaks to
the fact that operationalizing and implementing resilience approaches and practices is not
‘power-neutral’ and may, in many cases, overlook issues of environmental and human
justice and equity. Meerow and others [70–72] have outlined, both theoretically and em-
pirically, how the instrumental nature of the predominant conceptualizations of resilience
can mask or exacerbate underlying or structural inequities and vulnerabilities, with similar
critiques emerging in the sustainability literature [73]. Given this, there are increasing calls
for more progressive approaches and operationalizations of the resilience concept that
attend to issues of justice and equity in building resilience [34].

In briefly highlighting select aspects of discussions regarding urban resilience and
sustainability as relates to the arguments in this paper, we note that while contested and, at
times, overlapping concepts, they are both concerned with improving the ability of cities
to avert or contend with systemic stresses. Both approaches, however, may tend towards
inflexibility, inadequacy, or status quo thinking that undervalues novel or transformative
action and may overlook issues of equity and justice. Despite this, the potential for shifts in
power, agency, and justice is recognized in parts of the literature that emphasize how shocks
to socio-ecological systems allow for reconfigurations and adaptations through cycles of
growth and decline. Holling has outlined how following periods of growth and expansion
in the ‘front-loop’, crises may engender a systemic reorganization and adaptation in the
‘back-loop’, which releases the potential for transformational action and response [74,75].
Viewing urban crises this way, as potential junctures for such ‘systemic reorganization’,
opens a greater consideration of the forms of resilience emerging from contexts of crisis
rather than simply as resilience thinking being applied to contexts of crisis. Here, by
recognizing the types of knowledge and practices to address vulnerability that emerge
from such contexts, so may we broaden how we conceptualize practices of sustainability
and resilience.

2.2. Embracing’ Crisis: Critical Crisis Theory and Broken World Thinking

Critical crisis scholarship broadly examines how crises may be able to catalyze new,
innovative, or flexible practices. Similar to the back-loop discussed above, crises may chal-
lenge established political, social, and institutional practices, norms, and systems, promote
the emergence of grassroots organizations and movements, and lead to reflections on what
actions are possible, necessary, or legitimate [76]. For instance, the destructive nature of
crises of capital has long been noted to create conditions for technological innovation and
a return to growth, where the “politics in the wake of crises serves as a form of capitalist
reconstruction delivering new opportunities” [77] (p. 38). Similarly, in discussions around
resilience and disaster recovery, it has been suggested that “the radical potential of disaster
lies in the experience of rupture that shifts the way individuals and communities see the
world and the way society operates” [78] (p. 9). This notion of crisis as a ‘critical juncture’
has parallels with urban modes of living. The agglomeration effects in cities may enable
new forms of action to emerge from “community interventions that are characterized by
a desire to challenge the dominant norms and values of society and to experiment with
different relationships and networks” [78] (p. 9). Explicitly noted by De Balanzó and
Rodríguez-Planas, for instance, crisis was central to urban reorganization in Barcelona [79],
where new interests and social movements came to challenge and negotiate prevailing or
dominant urban practices in the ‘back-loop phase’ of the city’s recent historical trajectories.
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Such perspectives, thus, often frame crisis as an opportunity [77]. The destructive
nature of crisis can have a reordering effect on societies by compelling or allowing for new
constellations of practice to become necessary and/or possible and be a catalyst for social
transformation. Works by Morin [80,81] suggest that crises reveal uncomfortable aspects of
society and shine a light on dynamics that may require change, and while destructive, can
also unleash transformational forces. Recently, Cordero and others noted that “crises are a
reflexive moment for social actors to be able to put into question the norms and institutions
that govern the present organization of society because those very conditions produce
human suffering and become increasingly intolerable” [82] (p. 515).

These perspectives also parallel scholarship in the fields of media and technology
on the failure and repair of infrastructure and hardware. Steven Jackson forwards the
concept of Broken World Thinking, which argues that we see the use and re-use of material
goods through the lens of collapse, decay, and failure. Rather than material goods being
necessarily characterized by newness and optimal functionality, Jackson suggests that it is
“erosion, breakdown, and decay, rather than novelty, growth, and progress” [83] (p. 221),
which should be the starting points for thinking about physical products and systems and
the ways that they can be used, applied, or enacted. Inherent here is a perspective that
the rebuilding, repurposing, and reapplication of physical products is supported by and
necessitated in contexts of failure or disrepair.

Extending this perspective from the realm of physical infrastructure and hardware to
social systems, there are interesting parallels to draw when looking at situations of urban
crisis. Here, in the context of the social, physical, institutional, and ecological systems of
cities under stress, new practices can emerge that are able to overcome these challenges. In
essence, to what extent does, or can, the breakdown of functional urban systems lead to the
emergence of creative repurposing of the instruments of policy and civic action that lead to
new, flexible constellations of practice and praxis in response to this systemic breakdown in
‘crisis cities’? Jackson contends that we live in an “always-almost-falling-apart world” [83]
(p. 222) where physical technologies and infrastructures are in an endless state of decay
and disrepair, but also where there is a sense of wonder and appreciation at how lives are
built and sustained around the restoration and persistence against the forces of disorder
and breakdown. Thus, rather than a bleak vision of societies we live in, Jackson’s view
reiterates the agency in the face of collapse. It entails a promise of new beginnings as the
world is in a “constant process of fixing and reinvention, reconfiguring and reassembling
into new combinations and new possibilities”. Here, the notion of repair does not simply
entail patching together existing structures or institutions; it also fundamentally entails
creativity, novelty, innovation, and transformation [83].

Reflecting on this, we draw a parallel to urban systems and the actors within them,
considering how crises can invoke the need, and necessity, to re-evaluate, rethink and
innovate in cities to encourage sustainable and resilient urban practices. Here, urban
crises—be they sudden or slow onset—can present moments of innovation, novelty, and
reflection that may initiate changes to mindsets, relationships, practices, policies, behaviors,
material structures and urban systems that may lead to more just and sustainable urban
outcomes. Thus, as crises may create conditions for flexible and novel solutions to emerge
to address challenges facing cities, understanding such practices can provide valuable
insights into how cities can adapt to and manage a future of unpredictable urban change.

3. Urban Crisis and the Production of Knowledge

This article calls for a deeper appreciation and understanding of cities experiencing
crisis as sites of knowledge production and flexible practices that can support urban
resilience. Here, we argue that important, novel, and often non-intuitive formal and
informal solutions to urban challenges are arising out of urban vulnerability and complexity.
Yet, as we note in the previous section vis-à-vis sustainability and resilience thinking, such
practices that are nested in and emerge from specific socio-political contexts are often
overlooked [84], despite the fact that these ‘unexpected’ cities are “making a virtue out of
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necessity have become world leaders in urban innovation” [85] (p. 337). Thus in ‘crisis
cities’, knowledge and practice attuned to the constraints, necessities, and possibilities of
local contexts can emerge in parallel, opposition to, or in concert with expert knowledge
or ‘best practice’. As Weichselgartner and Kelman observe, “decontextualized top-down
knowledge on resilience offers a severely limited guide to operational practice, and may
have considerably less purchase in problem-solving than pursuing co-designed bottom-up
knowledge” [40]. As such, rather than a reliance on expert, external knowledge, actions
to support resilience in the face of urban crises could rather see “urban systems . . . re-
imagined and re-designed by local actors with support from international organizations,
not the reverse” [86] (p. 12).

Taking stock of this, it would be beneficial for scholars to consider in more detail
how crisis may be constitutive in shaping new urban practices and alternative sites of
knowledge production. In referring back to our conceptual representation in Section 1, we
suggest that new knowledge and novel practices may emerge due to three conditions that
characterize the experience of crisis.

First, crisis tends to limit the capacity for action available to address it. Financial,
technical, geographic, political, or other resources may be acutely or persistently limited,
which may constrain the range of ways that cities and citizens may ‘ideally’ seek to address
a challenge. Moreover, established approaches may be less effective or incompatible
with capacity-limited contexts. Instead, addressing crises in such instances may require
flexible approaches to working through crisis in the absence of ideal or necessary capacities,
encouraging new approaches in governing, organizing, and responding. This parallels with
ideas of ‘latent’ social capital or capacity being activated to support adaptation activities,
where underlying social bonds may reveal themselves through flexible forms of collective
action, organization, or mobilization in response to socio-ecological vulnerability [87,88].

Second, crisis, with its negative impacts on societies, may tend to increase the necessity
of action. Where more stable contexts may see more cautious, patient, or deliberate
actions, crisis may engender an urgency that requires an acceleration of action. It may
catalyze coalitions or interests around issues that may otherwise not be possible, force
decision-making bottlenecks to be overcome, or shorten timelines for intervention where
the alternative is to continue to suffer the (worsening) effects of crisis.

Finally, in addition to altering capacities in a way that may foster non-traditional
actions and incentivize the necessity or urgency to act with purpose, crisis also opens
the range of possibility for action. Crisis may represent moments where non-traditional
courses of action can be pursued by states, when more traditional policy actions may prove
ineffective or insufficient to address the challenges at hand [89,90]. Alternatively, manifes-
tations of crisis may see once stable or impenetrable socio-political orders or organizing
structures become contested or fragile and represent openings for new, often bottom-up
forms of social innovation, resistance, collective action, or mobilization [91–93]. This idea
also intersects with perspectives in other literature on moments of reorientation following
shocks or crises. In the natural hazards and politics of disaster literature, periods of time
following exogenous shocks or disasters are often conceptualized as a ’window of opportu-
nity’ to effect more radical forms of change [94,95]. Similarly, other literature considers the
relevance of ecological concepts of ‘disturbances’ and their application to urban systems
and how they may support the reflexive emergence of new or resilient practices [96].

Broadly then, crisis may be seen as a juncture where the societal or institutional con-
straints placed on particular sets of actions may soften or wane, and where the possibilities
of new forms of action and the potentials for transformation are heightened. Moreover, an
appreciation for urban crisis as a potential site of knowledge production can counteract
or offer alternatives to predominating status quos. Here, attending to new sites and types
of knowledge emerging from crisis challenges the centrality of formal, technocratic, ‘best-
practice’ approaches to resilience. For instance, novel and effective solutions emerging from
urban crises may not be top-down policy prescriptions but bottom-up or multi-stakeholder
approaches that promote adaptive, just, and flexible approaches. This also contests the
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notion that cities encountering crisis are somehow ‘failing’ or are knowledge and capital
‘collectors’ rather than ‘suppliers’. In particular, the literature on knowledge and policy ex-
change and diffusion, with few exceptions [97], are often rooted in the implicit assumption
that knowledge flows from north to south, from ‘successful’ to ‘strained’ cities, or from
‘formal’ contexts to ‘less formal’ ones [98,99]. However, as Simone outlines in The City Yet
to Come, by viewing Africa’s metropolises as ‘failing’, we overlook opportunities to under-
stand and capitalize on the myriad practices and structures in these cities that work under
challenging conditions and that we may draw inspiration or lessons from [100]. In being
open to the potential of new sites of knowledge production being shaped by the experience
of crisis, we also then embrace the possibility that the flexible practices emerging in these
places may transcend the contexts from where they came and have relevance for how we
engage elsewhere with vulnerable and relatively inflexible urban systems [101,102].

Returning then to the title of this paper, what can we learn from urban crisis? At this
stage, we have argued three main points. First, a series of interlinked, multidimensional
challenges and crises will come to be constitutive of the urban condition in the future.
Second, current approaches to sustainability and resilience thinking may lack the flexibility
and reflexivity to manage these challenges and risk reproducing the conditions that permit
the continuity of crisis. Third, flexible approaches to addressing vulnerability may emerge
in contexts of urban crisis, and these may have implications for the production of knowledge
for urban sustainability and resilience. In considering this further, we outline below a series
of practices drawn from both the literature and our own primary research that shows real-
world examples of the conceptual perspectives in this paper [41]. Rather than presenting
a particular empirical argument, they should be seen as indicative cases that highlight
the diverse ways in which new forms of organization and knowledge production are
addressing urban challenges.

Practices

New, flexible urban practices are emerging in a number of areas, with many relating
to citizens using creative means to overcome infrastructure, energy, or service delivery
deficits. For instance, urban utility infrastructures are not necessarily ubiquitous [103],
and particularly in the Global South, many creative solutions to this gap have emerged.
Informal settlements often informally connect to water or electricity grids or establish
connection and billing agreements with the state, as cases from Tanzania [104], India [105],
and Bangladesh [106] show. While the creative repurposing of urban infrastructure is
traditionally resisted by authorities and seen as ‘anti-developmental’, these actions also
constitute sources of insight and innovation for infrastructural improvement.

Other cities have used creative governance approaches and planning reforms to
address urban crises, exploring more participatory distributed systems in governance
and for the urban environment. For example, Medellín, where we undertook qualita-
tive fieldwork in 2018, is a well-known example of a city reimagining itself through a
series of multi-stakeholder, participatory urban interventions over the past two decades.
Broadly, the city has improved marginalized neighborhoods through holistic approaches
that incorporate high-quality education, transport, utility infrastructure, and public space
interventions [107]. Through its social urbanism approach, Medellin has been transformed
from one of the world’s most violent cities to a recognized hub of innovation and pro-
gressive urban practice and change [108,109]. The process was characterized by broad
and interdisciplinary collaborations as well as a partnership between the city government
and the public utility company Empresas Publicas de Medellín (EPM), exemplifying how
architects, planners, engineers, and politicians used unique, innovative, and participatory
approaches to reimagine a city that was fundamentally in crisis. As noted by a former
mayor of Medellin, “I am certain the changes (policy and material interventions) in the
city have made changes in the citizens and to citizenship . . . (To make these changes) you
need something to bring together all these different sectors to work together. (You need)
the unifying challenge and the leadership to unify” [110].
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Other urban challenges that cut across issues of urban infrastructure, planning, gov-
ernance, urban space, and the environment are seen in the decline of the post-industrial
city. Detroit, Michigan, in the USA, for instance, where we undertook qualitative fieldwork
in 2019, was an industrial powerhouse in the mid-twentieth century, yet the loss of its
manufacturing base caused a remarkable population decline and middle-class flight to
the suburbs in the following decades. As the municipal tax base declined, exacerbated
by the Global Financial Crisis, which decimated homeownership through bankruptcies
and foreclosures, the management of the physical city and delivery of services became
severely constrained. The city was ultimately governed into demise, declaring bankruptcy
in 2013, with the former mayor Kwame Kilpatrick imprisoned for corruption and financial
mismanagement [111,112]. Yet despite resource constraints, extensive poverty, land and
home vacancy, and blight in the city, the past decade has seen a resurgence; new community
initiatives, social movements, innovative planning approaches, and social entrepreneurship
have emerged. These new practices include alternate forms of community-driven gover-
nance, urban greening and farming, and new forms of land tenure following the city’s real
estate collapse [113], representing diverse strategies for urban reinvention and reconfig-
uration of social, governance, and infrastructure systems [114]. With some considering
Detroit’s crisis as an opportunity for reinvention and renewal [115,116], the enthusiasm
around the city has seen Detroit be called “the most exciting city in America”, and that it
has turned its “end of days into a laboratory of the future” [117].

While far from exhaustive, these brief illustrative examples outline the potential for
urban challenges and multidimensional crises to shape the conditions for—and often
enable—new forms of civic and state interventions that address complexity and vulnerabil-
ity. As we have noted elsewhere, it calls on us to re-evaluate the mindsets, actors, behaviors,
relationships, structures, and resources needed to allow these to flourish and pursue more
inclusive, flexible urban transformations [41].

4. Discussion

This paper argues that novel, flexible urban practices that emerge out of conditions of
crisis in cities across the world need to be better understood, both in how and what type
of knowledge is produced and how knowledge is used. As we have outlined, established
knowledge and practice may be unsuited to contexts of urban crisis, but also that the
nature of capacity, necessity, and the possibility of action during crisis may produce new
practices, solutions and knowledge. Paying greater attention to these may benefit broader
understandings of how we can support urban resilience in different ways.

Regarding the production of knowledge, at the outset, we should interrogate notions
of what is regarded as ‘best practice’ or ‘innovation’. For instance, the central ‘narratives’ or
common ‘best practices’ related to urban resilience and sustainability often view knowledge
as produced in western, formal, or ‘stable’ contexts and transferred to southern, informal, or
‘crisis’ contexts [118]. Yet this is often done without sufficient appreciation for grassroots or
subaltern forms of action that may value alternative types of knowledge or, more concretely,
center issues of participation, equity, and justice in urban resilience and sustainability prac-
tices [119]. Indeed, in assessing north–south knowledge transfer and city to city cooperation,
Mayer and Long note that these initiatives were “more likely to support than challenge
entrenched practices which can weaken sustainable development governance” [120] (p. 1).
For instance, technocratic approaches that often drive urban sustainability and resilience
agendas [121] are by and large beholden to prevailing ‘best practice’ governance logics and
status quos that may themselves create conditions for crisis [122,123]. Moreover, a focus on
‘best practice’ can reinforce a unidirectionality of knowledge flows without appreciation
for “translocal geographies of knowledge production and circulation” [124] (p. 10). This
may preclude certain ‘alternative’ or bottom-up practices from taking root or occluding
them from the toolkit of possible responses [125,126]. Here, May has observed a “culture
of expertise that is at odds with democracy through a separation between the forms of
justification it deploys and the contexts of its application... in which models and ideas for
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urban development circulate without sensitivity to context” [127] (p. 2189). Countering
this requires a deeper focus on the knowledge and practice emerging in new places or
from new actors that may be outside the scope of what is regarded as being ‘typical’,
‘expert’, or ‘accepted’. May suggests this requires “a movement away from these narrowly
constituted forms of knowledge production and reception to provide a responsible politics
through a more open and inclusive approach to urban development” [127] (p. 2189). This
sentiment is echoed in calls to understand better the nature of crisis in order to resist and
challenge prevailing discourses and move towards more transformative urban politics and
practice [128].

In uncovering and supporting a diversity of flexible practices, voices, and agencies
of urban stakeholders, notions of urban experimentation have arisen. Discussing urban
laboratories, Karvonen and van Heur note, “these spaces of innovation and change provide
a designated space for experimentation where new ideas can be designed, implemented,
measured and, if successful, scaled up and transferred to other locales” [129] (p. 11). Yet
here, there is a need to be attentive to the conditions under which such experimental or
innovative approaches emerge and how they consider equity, justice, and agency in these
processes [130]. While crises create the potential for new forms of knowledge and practice
to be produced through innovative or experimental actions, discourses and constructions
of crisis can likewise be subjugated to existing structures of power or justify exclusionary
urban interventions [131,132]. Thus, while some urban laboratories “make a genuine
attempt to cultivate emancipatory forms of change that could have widespread implications
on urban life in the twenty-first century and beyond”, others “simply employ the notions
of ‘laboratory’ and ‘experiment’ as a rhetorical strategy to further consolidate and reinforce
existing patterns of urban development” [129] (p. 11).

More recently, the COVID pandemic has brought into sharp relief the inherent fragility
in our urban systems, prompting new considerations about governance innovation and
urban experimentation [133,134]. It has also shown the relevance of mobilizing and sharing
knowledge to contend with emerging urban vulnerabilities [135]. It has rightly been
noted that “COVID-19 has magnified the deficiencies of how we manage our cities but
has also given us a unique chance to rethink, replan, and redesign” [134] (p. 318). It is
thus possible to view this period as a critical juncture or moment of reflection regarding
our current trajectories of urban development, sustainability, and resilience. It suggests a
reconsideration of how we think about crisis, how the knowledge and practices to contend
with crisis are produced, and how such ‘alternative’ knowledge is shared, used, and
integrated with ‘established’ knowledge. As the urban condition of the 21st century will
require the management of and response to a series of multidimensional challenges, so
too should we re-evaluate what crisis, care, resilience, and sustainable practice can and
could be.

5. Conclusions

We are witnessing a cleavage where many of the foundational aspects of our political,
economic, ecological, and social systems are slowly being revealed as both acutely inflexible
and inherently fragile [136]. Despite the emergence of resilience and sustainability practices
in the past 30 years, cities remain largely underprepared for the challenges they will face
in the coming decades. As Roitman notes, “crisis characterize(s) the world in which we
act”, but also rightly identifies how narratives of crisis can instrumentally enable certain
responses to the exclusion of others [137] (pp. 73–74). Dissecting these narratives, under-
standing varied experiences of crisis, acknowledging the novel responses and practices
that support resilience, justice, and equity in the city, and discerning what and how we can
learn from these experiences have become imperative for urban research and practice.

This article has presented a modest conceptual reflection on the future of intercon-
nected challenges in urban areas. We have offered that the dynamics of capacity, necessity,
and possibility during urban crises may shape new forms of knowledge and practice that
should be more systematically examined. In being more attentive to the new forms of
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urban policy, social organization, consensus building, and alternative practices that can
emerge in places characterized by crisis and vulnerability, we are asked to reconsider the
nature of knowledge production and knowledge sharing to support urban resilience. Here,
seeing cities through a lens of crisis, flexibility and learning may reveal new knowledge
pathways or entry points to address vulnerability and catalyze learning and engagement
within and across cities. As crisis is becoming a defining condition of 21st-century cities, it
should also be integral in influencing how we should respond. Future research focusing on
identifying how cities and citizens, particularly in the Global South, have experienced and
managed crisis, processes by which resilient practices emerge and are sustained, and how
these may be scaled or transferred to other contexts would be fruitful forward agendas for
scholarship.

Finally, while we must contend with the potential of crisis as a ‘new normal’, our
collective pursuits should perhaps be focused on what Alarouf has elegantly termed our
‘forgotten normal’, and its expressions of community, social justice, respect for ecological
sustainability, and people-based places and spaces. As he notes, there is “nothing more pro-
found than times of crisis to inspire communities to create better existential positions” [138]
(p. 169). It is prudent then that we begin to value the knowledge produced in cities that are
contending with crisis and consider more thoroughly how we can use this knowledge to
improve the prospects for a just and equitable urban future.
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Abstract: Cities are increasingly impacted by climate change, driving the need for adaptation and
sustainable development. Local and global economic and socio-cultural influence are also driving
city redevelopment. This, fundamentally political, development highlights issues of who pays and
who gains, who decides and how, and who/what is to be valued. Climate change adaptation has
primarily been informed by science, but the adaptation discourse has widened to include the social
sciences, subjecting adaptation practices to political analysis and critique. In this article, we critically
discuss the just city concept in a climate adaptation context. We develop the just city concept by
describing and discussing key theoretical themes in a politically and justice-oriented analysis of
climate change adaptation in cities. We illustrate our arguments by looking at recent case studies of
climate change adaptation in three very different city contexts: Port Vila, Baltimore City, and Karlstad.
We conclude that the social context with its power asymmetries must be given a central position in
understanding the distribution of climate risks and vulnerabilities when studying climate change
adaptation in cities from a climate justice perspective.

Keywords: just city; climate just city; ‘the right to the city’; climate change adaptation; power; equity;
urban planning

1. Introduction

Cities around the world are increasingly impacted by climate change and in total
are forecast to experience massive social and economic losses under current trends [1–4];
by any reasonable understanding of the word, this constitutes a crisis [5]. This climate
crisis threatens urban settlements [1] at the same time as the number of urban dwellers, in
part due to ongoing urbanisation in higher-risk cities in low- and middle-income nations,
exposed and vulnerable to climate-related events increases [6]. Future predictions state that
climate change will increase the occurrence and severity of weather and climate-related
hazards to urban settlements [1,2]. Climate change can also worsen existing socio-economic
problems and the risks of other natural hazards.

Hence, issues connected to, or driven by, climate change are receiving increasing at-
tention in cities around the world [7,8], and there is also unprecedented social mobilisation
around these issues that is increasingly framed around the recognition that climate change
is fundamentally a question of justice (cf., [9–11]). Justice, from this perspective, includes
issues such as responsibilities for action, the varied vulnerabilities to the impacts of climate
change, and how this is connected to structural injustices and power asymmetries that
influences cities’, organisations’, and individual’s abilities to mitigate risks and adapt to
unavoidable impacts (cf., [6]).

Cities, therefore, are critical sites for the implementing measures to fulfill goals both
for sustainability [12] and for economic growth [13]. At the same time, cities are dynamic
“ . . . with interacting and interdependent social-economic, ecological-biophysical, and
technological infrastructure components . . . ” ([14], p. 99). From the perspective of cli-
mate change, cities are perceived both as central problems and as important drivers of
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sustainable development with regard to climate change and other issues [14–18]. There are
many demands, expectations, opportunities, and structures in the quest for the sustainable
city [19]. Efforts to reorient cities under the rubric of sustainability are, at least in part,
often framed by economic rationalities [20,21]. In this sense, climate change adaptation in
cities takes place in what Suzanne Mettler has labelled a ‘policyscape’ consisting of layers
of earlier political ideas, policies, and regulations that has become institutionalised with
tangible “ . . . consequences for governing operations, the policy agenda, and political
behavior” ([22], p. 369). A feature of this policyscape is path-dependency created by previ-
ous policy-making that facilitates some pathways and delimits other potential pathways
of contemporary and future policy making [23,24]. Such path-dependency delimiting
public governance and institutional activity is, of course, highly problematic, particularly
when in a self-reinforcing condition, creating a ‘lock-in’ of extant governance. Such a
lock-in in traditional governance models leads to “ . . . plans, policies and solutions that
prioritize short-term goals over long-term resilience goals” ([14], p. 106). In order to reach
transformative and climate governance models and frameworks facilitating climate justice
in our cities, this path-dependency needs to be up-ended [14,25].

These circumstances highlight the importance of the issues of equity and fairness, decision
making, participation and representation, power and influence, and governance [25–27]. In this
article, we employ a critically constructive approach to the just city concept as developed by
Susan Fainstein [28] and others, as we increase the complexity of the approach by adding
the socio-environmental dynamics of climate change adaptation and focus on the ‘climate
just city’. Two cross-cutting topics central to a discussion of the climate just city with
the inclusion of climate change adaptation emerges strongly from the discussion above
(cf., [29–32]): (1) issues of distributional (or allocative) justice, and (2) issues of participatory
(procedural) justice involving the processes, institutions and implications of citizen and
stakeholder engagement [10,33,34].

These two aspects involve what Henri Lefebvre, David Harvey and others have
termed ‘the right to the city’ [35–38], giving rise to political inquiry, such as: for whom is
the city built and developed? What rights to the city as a whole do its inhabitants have?
Who is given ‘voice’ in central political processes and whose experiences and knowledge
is counted in the future development of urban society? Central for Lefebvre was the
eradication of poverty and of unjust inequality [37,38]. Our highlighting of Lefebvre and
Harvey also indicates that our outlook on the climate just city is more expansive than that
of Fainstein’s view of the just city.

This paper critically discusses the just city concept in a climate adaptation context and
develops the just city concept by describing and discussing key theoretical themes in a
politically and justice-oriented analysis of climate change adaptation in cities. We illustrate
our arguments by looking at recent case studies of climate change adaptation in three city
contexts: Port Vila (Vanuatu) [39], Baltimore City (USA) [40] and Karlstad (Sweden) [41].
Our cases are situated in different national and local contexts and highlight different
aspects of the climate change adaptation challenge from the perspective of justice. Port
Vila draws attention to the importance of the inclusion of indigenous populations and their
experience-based knowledge in adaptation policy and its implementation; Baltimore City
highlights how historical social class and race divisions impact contemporary adaptation
policy and implementation. Karlstad brings to light how economic pressures and policy
priorities frame adaptation policy and implementation. Before we move on to these case
studies, we discuss cities and climate change adaptation, growth-oriented development
policies and expand our theoretical perspective on just cities and that of the climate just city.

2. Cities and Climate Change Adaptation

Adaptation to climate change is essential for preparing for its impacts (as proactive or
precautionary measures) and for responding to impacts that have occurred or are occurring
(as reactive measures) (see, e.g., [26]). Measures for adaptation vary greatly, covering be-
haviour change and education, engineering and infrastructure, and institutional responses
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in law, policy and regulation, and, of course, planning (see, e.g., [1,7]). Furthermore, the
goals for adaptation are wide-ranging, and include reducing exposure to hazards, hazard
reduction, and vulnerability reduction. Key areas of urban adaptation related to the public
sector include the energy, health, transport, water supply and sanitation portfolios [1,42].
As recorded by the UNFCCC, there has been greatly increased national activity globally
reported in National Adaptation Programmes of Action and National Adaptation Plans;
adaptation research dealing with cities has also similarly increased (see, [1]) together with
associated scholarship [4,43–45].

Critically, the social and economic impacts of climate change are fundamentally unfair
and unjust in their effects and consequences. A combination of societal and economic
factors connects adaptation responses to issues of social (and environmental) justice. Cli-
mate change impacts produce social and environmental impacts of great scale, with an
extensive proportion of the global population at risk of significant losses to essentially
all components of social life; those at greatest risk are of lower socio-economic status,
concentrated in lower- and middle-income nations and living in cities (around one-third of
global population) [1,46]. Vulnerability to the risks of climate change is skewed against
those with the fewest material resources and economic opportunities, greatest exposure to
natural hazards (often tied to geographical location), and where economic/institutional
circumstances inhibit adaptation capacities (see, e.g., [1,6,47]).

As a broad, dispersed, and ambiguous theme, estimating the scale of adaptation
requirements/needs is difficult for any jurisdiction. A prominent problem is that although
these costs are large and growing, they have typically been under-estimated. An associ-
ated problem is that investments in adaptation are clearly far below the level required to
avoid great environmental, economic, and social losses. UNEP [48] estimates the costs
of adaptation in developing nations alone by the year 2030 to be in the range of USD
140–300 billion/annum. UNEP’s The Adaptation Gap Report [48] states that adaptation
costs in developing nations to be probably two-to-three times than current global esti-
mates by 2030. Óh Aiseadha, Quinn [49] found global adaptation policy expenditure for
2011–2018 to be USD 190 billion and the Climate Policy Initiative [50] estimated 2017/2018
expenditure at USD 30 billion. A report by the multilateral development banks of their
collective climate finance in 2019 identified USD 15 billion adaptation expenditure [51].

As the major site of greenhouse gas emissions (GHG), cities are central to the goal of
emissions mitigation. Emissions reduction globally, and the rate of reduction, will influence
the scale and scope of climate change impacts and, in turn, that of the potential adaptation
tasks facing cities. Accordingly, cities have a pivotal role to play in handling the climate
change crisis, both in their efforts to limit negative and severe impacts in the future and
also in combatting the already tangible impacts [25]. It has been stated that “...cities are the
key human component in anthropocentric climate change” ([52], p. ix).

Adaptation is challenging in many dimensions; its definition is contested, it engages
broad swathes of society and with such an extensive set of climate change impacts and
associated values involved, adaptation responses canvass a potentially enormous field of
activity with many economic, environmental, and social implications [26,53]. Significantly,
adaptation is a highly heterogeneous phenomenon; for example, engaging individuals,
households, and enterprises responding to local risks, major corporations adapting to
changing production inputs, local governments planning for risks of coastal inundation
and national governments formulating national policies, and a myriad of other issues,
stakeholders, and responses. Within the diversity of adaptation awareness, approach, level
of support, measures taken, stakeholder involvement and other variables is the lesson
that adaptation is a locally situated phenomenon; it is a specific action taken in a defined
location by stakeholders seeking to protect values in that site or related to that site (in
the case of protecting ecosystem services). However, adaptation also poses ‘cross-scale
challenges’ entailing multi-level governance [54–56]. As Moser expressed it: ([57], p. 31)

Those involved in organising, shaping, steering and implementing these efforts will
have to navigate and manage a system made up of multiple actors with a variety of
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interests, capacities, and challenges often spanning several sectors. Moreover, many (if not
most) locally planned adaptation decisions and actions require assistance from, or at least
coordination with, higher levels of government—thus bringing additional actors to the
table.

Accordingly, urban adaptation engages responses by civil society, private enterprise
and governments, but with governments being the most prominent [26]. Public insti-
tutions play the major role in the urban climate change adaptation response through
many functions, including disaster preparations and post-disaster recovery, environmental
protection, land use planning, public goods infrastructure and services investment and
provision, public education of disaster risk and preparation, public hazard protection and
emergency service provision, relevant law and regulation formulation and enforcement,
research and information gathering, social welfare provision, and urban development
and building regulation. Government policy, programs, and planning have been recog-
nised as essential in the adaptation response (in part, because of governments’ unique
capacities to deal with market externalities, market failures, protection of common pool
resources and related problems), (see, e.g., [26]). Not only is adaptation a policy and
planning challenge entailing technological and environmental adjustments to cities (such
as through communication, housing, infrastructure and technology investments), but it
is also a highly social and political one (including aspects such as equity, inclusion and
exclusion, participation/representation, poverty and race) [40,58,59].

Climate change adaptation is one of several major challenges facing cities and it in-
tersects, integrates, and overlaps with the problems of disaster hazards, unsustainable
resource and ecosystem service use, and of underdeveloped nations and locations. United
Nations policy responses at the international level provide a ready guide to this constel-
lation of issues facing cities: the New Urban Agenda [60], Paris Agreement on Climate
Change [61], Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction [62], Sustainable Development
Goals [63] and the World Humanitarian Summit: Agenda for Humanity [64]. At the local,
regional, national, and international scales of public policy and NGO responses, there are
efforts to formulate concepts and policies that integrate elements of these separate agendas,
such as the low-carbon city, the resilient city, and the sustainable city. It should not be as-
sumed, however, that at the international—or any other—level, these policy and planning
initiatives on related issues are aligned; rather, there will be a range of compatibility from
the matching to the enabling to the constraining to the counteracting [18].

It is a truism in sustainability policy and planning that the greater the social transfor-
mation sought, the higher the barriers to change [45,65]. Adaptation barriers include the
cultural and social, educational, financial and resourcing, informational, institutional, tech-
nological and the political, (noting that different stakeholders vary in their perception and
understanding of barriers). Underpinning many of these barriers and constituting a ‘mega
barrier’ is the manifestation of global capitalism (see several of the contributions in, [25]).
For some scholars, the state’s relationship with capitalist economics is a major barrier
to formulating and implementing transformative adaptation measures (see, e.g., [32,66]).
Critical for analysing adaptation is appreciating its relationship to capitalism, including
such aspects as the role of economic markets, the expressions of economic interests, the
arrangement of economics and political institutions, the activities of economic stakeholders,
the economic valuations of social and environmental values, transfers from the public to
private realms, market failures, access to common pool resources and the distribution of the
costs of externalities. Government is intertwined with capitalism in the modern state, and
while this relationship assumes many forms, it is indisputable that national governments
assume responsibility for national economies, so that all national economies are engaged
with global markets to varying degrees. National, state, and local governments have ac-
cepted, therefore, specific (albeit, highly varied) responsibilities regarding the performance
of the economy under their jurisdiction; for elected representative governments, buoyant
economic conditions are often tied to electoral success, and vice versa.
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Taken together, climate change adaptation in a city context offers both considerable
challenges and perceived opportunities, which clearly highlights the need to include
political, social, and justice aspects when cities respond to the hazards and other impacts
related to a changing climate. Until recent times, however, climate change adaptation has
been informed primarily by science and technology, and it is only more recently that the
academic adaptation discourse has widened to include social and cultural perspectives, as
well as political analyses and critiques [26,59,67].

This emerging development in adaptation research approaches entails an increasing
interest in issues such as the allocation and distribution of the costs and benefits of economic
activity within society, the processes of decision-making and who is included/represented in
decision-making institutions and who is excluded, and of the processes and institutions involved
in decision making and the principles and directives that guide this activity [25,26,59,68–70]. Or,
in a more bluntly critical formulation, those carrying the most profound risks and bearing
the brunt of the negative impacts to date have their ‘skin in the game’; some scholars have
concluded that the public sector officials, technical advisors and elected representatives
formulating adaptation responses are not likely to share the risks and potential pain
of the most vulnerable and negatively affected by climate change [10,71]. In line with
this reasoning, it has been stated that previous and contemporary urban climate change
adaptation measures tend to “ . . . privilege existing engines of urban economic growth
. . . ” ([72], p. 17) and, as a result, seek to protect those areas, assets and services, groups
and individuals that are ‘valued’ from an economic growth perspective (see, e.g., [32,44]).
These ideas were further developed in Anguelovski and Pellow [72].

3. Attractive Cities and City Growth

At the same time as cities are affected by climate change, they are also the primary
engines of economic growth [73]. Changes in urban form, function and population are
responses to economic growth, the most obvious expression of which is urbanisation in
developing nations and the transformation from agrarian to industrial-service economies.
In a form of feedback, urban growth can also foster economic growth and productivity
increases through agglomeration, economies of scale and positive spill-over effects. Society
in general and cities in particular are re-developing in the wake of changing patterns of
industrialisation, urban forms and functions as driven by local and global economic and
socio-cultural influences [41,52,74]. Globalization continues to draw urban settlements
into the global economy, simultaneously providing new avenues for resource exploitation
and market expansions to foster economic growth and also expanding the reach of market
forces into social and economic life and exposing them to market competition.

Although global market forces are identified as producing net economic growth, a
portion of economic gain is made at the expense of economic losses, such is the character
of these markets [75]. Cities have become the locus, therefore, for the costs of globalization
and of economic growth that include environmental and natural resource losses, increased
economic marginalization and socio-economic ‘precariousness’, widening socio-economic
inequality, and social unrest and conflict. Economic development, with its focus on compet-
itiveness, can produce both industrial development in some cities and de-industrialisation
in others, but in both scenarios, the city functions as a ‘growth machine’ (cf., [76]). In the
case of developed nation cities in economic decline (or parts thereof), globalisation has
initiated processes of city redevelopment focusing on the transformation of derelict urban
areas into growth-promoting assets [13]. Poverty reduction and improvements in quality
of life are the expected outcomes of economic growth in developing nation cities, but the
association between growth rates and these outcomes varies greatly between cases; most
conventional models of economic development link, to varying extents, domestic economic
growth to international trade and globalisation.

Connected to this, local action on climate change, framed by perspectives of com-
petitiveness and growth, has become a part of city marketing and branding with the aim
of attracting investments and new inhabitants. As a result, a climate impact solutions-
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oriented approach that “ . . . offers a strategic opportunity that presents new pathways for
investment, promotion, and regulation” ([73], p. 994) has evolved. Urban governance must
contend, therefore, with the responsibilities it has assumed regarding managing economic
markets and those it has assumed for managing, monitoring, planning, and undertaking
adaptations to climate change.

4. Just Cities

In many respects, the just city concept is a trope used to simplify and analogise a
highly contestable and uncertain idea that can be either positive (as a measurable condition
or attribute) or normative (as an aspiration or specific goal). While usually viewed as
concerning social justice in an urban context, the just city problematises two realms of
high debate into one reflecting these uncertainties, namely the identity of the city (albeit
frequently neglected in the just city discourse), the identity of justice and the positive and
normative expression of both in the ‘just city’. As a rhetorical or literary device, the just city
frees debate and policymaking from the miasma of open-ended definitional debate, but for
the potential price of fundamental uncertainty or false presumptions of shared outlooks.

Urban settlements as a generalisable form are elusive, with differentiations between
the urban and non-urban being contested (see, [77]). Accordingly, there are differing views
over the identity of just cities based in differences in the understanding of cities. Soja [78]
argued for ‘spatial justice’, with its concern with how urban spaces are locations of social
production. Chatterton [79] made the more expansive point that the city is a component
of justice, not just its setting. It may be, therefore, that the expressions of injustice and
opportunities for justice are more particular within specific urban areas than they are in
the generic differences between the range of urban and non-urban forms.

Although the just city is a relatively new term, it represents ancient aspirations, debates
and ideals over the character and meaning of justice. Notions of the just city can be found
in the roots of Western philosophy and are certainly prominent in other philosophical
traditions (see, e.g., [80]), with the roots of contemporary just city debates arising with
the urbanisation of the Industrial Revolution (see, e.g., [81]). Although the urban identity
component of just cities is a minor aspect of contemporary just city discourse, much of
what has occurred under the just city moniker arose from the urban studies movement of
the 1960s and 1970s in urban geography, urban politics, and urban sociology.

Fainstein [82] argued that, in the 1990s, the cause of justice was taken up more explicitly
by scholars through three main approaches: (1) communicative rationality, (2) recognition
of diversity and (3) the just city/spatial justice. Just city concepts were coincident with
the broader outlook in left-wing politics, where the pursuit of justice has come to feature
issues of representation and democracy alongside the longstanding concerns of income
and material equity. Urban justice, wrote Fainstein [28], has the hallmarks of material
equality, diversity and democracy. Promotion of the ‘right to the city’ by Lefebvre [83] and
Harvey [35] entailed a more radical and critical cause than what Fainstein suggests:

The right to the city is, therefore, far more than a right of individual access to the
resources that the city embodies—it is a right to change the city more according to our
heart’s desire. It is, moreover, a collective rather than an individual right, since changing
the city inevitably depends upon the exercise of a collective power over the processes of
urbanization. ([35], p. 939)

Harvey [36] expressed concern that Fainstein’s concept of the just city was unques-
tioning of capitalism and avoiding aspects of outright conflict and struggle. In addition,
and central for this article, Fainstein’s just city concept fails to take socio-environmental
dynamics into account, and as a development of the just city concept, we will delve more
deeply into the implications of thinking of the just city in terms of the climate just city
below.
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5. Climate Just Cities

Cities around the world are increasingly impacted by climate change and it is increas-
ingly evident that top-down action from the international down to the local scale will not
suffice [5,84]. Cities have to play an important role in mitigating future GHG emissions and
in adapting to contemporary and future impacts of climate change [1,3,4,45,52,54,85–87].
Policy and planning responses to climate change occur within the specific socio-economic
and geographical milieu of each city. Cities, therefore, mirror society with its asymme-
tries in resource and power allocation, unequal distribution of burdens and suffering and
skewed patterns of political participation and influence [40,88,89].

In this multi-level governance setting, the policy environment has become both in-
creasingly complex, more differentiated at the city level, and also more responsive to
international influences. Climate change objectives in cities are increasingly connected to
broad policy objectives and goals, such as the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
especially SDG 13 on climate action, but also to SDG 11 on making cities inclusive, safe,
resilient, and sustainable [90]. Hence, addressing climate change in cities entails a social
mix that gives rise to vulnerabilities, as it is saturated with substantial equity issues [26].
This means that climate change adaptation in cities is a highly political endeavour. Central
questions from a climate just city perspective include: whose interests are being served
and whose interests are being neglected? What are the social costs of adaptation and who
carries them? Who can influence adaptation policy and who is excluded from processes of
influence?

Although climate change adaptation, in a sense, is a universal task (cf., [91]), it is
“ . . . interpreted, localised, and modified in different settings . . . locally translated through
practice” ([89], p. 6). This means that climate change adaptation can be given different social
and political meanings that, in turn, have different social and political impacts in different
contexts [4,92]. In environmental policy in general, cities, through local government, have
a central role [86]. Local government has the closest proximity to the citizens and is also
the level where climate change impacts have their most concrete manifestations (and cities
are also an important source of GHG emission mitigation measures) [14,84,93–95].

Studies show that climate change adaptation is often enacted in a defensive manner,
focusing on what needs to be defended or preserved rather than “ . . . what can be reformed
or gained” ([43], p. 3). Consequently, climate change adaptive measures very seldom
deliver on their transformative potential (cf., [45]). In line with this argument, it has
been stated that, depending of the pathway adopted, climate change adaptation can “ . . .
maintain a status quo and uphold existing political circumstances, whilst transformation
entails political change. Hence, adaptation is enmeshed in both contemporary politics and
those of the future” ([26], p. 14).

Bulkeley and Edwards [96] proposed that climate justice in the city conventionally
is presented as having two axes, one of distributions–procedures and the other of rights–
responsibilities, to which they add recognition as an underlying aspect of justice brought
forward by the requirements of environmental justice. Schlosberg [97] argued for global
climate justice and offered a trivalent view of the need for recognition, distribution and
participation. This trilogy of justice components covers the majority of interests expressed
in the ‘just city’ but may not be complete. Two contemporary environmental discourses
can be used to complement the just city conception. Firstly, environmental justice added
to notions of urban justice by explicitly viewing the environment as a source of ‘goods
and bads’ that is mediated by cultural, geographical, and historical factors and needs that
are distributed through political processes. Secondly, ecological justice also expanded the
realm of justice by recognising the interests of environment (i.e., recognising an intrinsic
valuation of natural phenomena); given the ecological footprint of cities, ecological justice
widens the realm of justice in several dimensions.

More commonly, climate justice is taken to deal with distributive justice and pro-
cedural justice, the former concerned with income and resources/assets and the latter
with involvement in decision making. Distributive justice comes into play when income,
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resources/assets, ecosystem services and the like interact with vulnerability to climate
change impacts (cf., [89]). Adaptation measures can serve to secure the current distri-
bution/allocations/ownership, resource and ecosystem service use and/or access under
climate change or actively re-distribute these; such outcomes can be in anticipation of
climate change or reactions to changes underway. Critically, adaptation concerns the dis-
tribution of the costs of adaptation (and avoided costs) and benefits of adaptation. Key
themes in scholarship include the cultural, geographic, and socio-economic specificity of
vulnerability and adaptation, equity, and fairness. Procedural justice concerns the role and
powers of stakeholders (in civil society, corporations and government) in decision making
in adaptation policy, planning, and practices.

Accordingly, the concept of climate justice overlaps with the just city, but there are
some important differences. To some extent, these are rival discourses sharing considerable
common thematic territory, and despite having a common root in the Western conceptual
tradition of justice, any convergence in current interests is the result of having reached a
similar destination through quite different scholastic routes. In one sense, climate justice
can be an additional supplemental element to the just city; there does not appear to be any
aspect of climate justice that might be considered to detract from, or otherwise weaken, the
just city cause. Climate justice does have, however, a number of elements that distinguish
it from the just city concept, goals, and discourse.

From a historical perspective, climate justice is the more recent conceptual arrival in
scholarship. As is often the case, however, preceding this recent label is a considerable
body of earlier work describing the relationship between society and climate, including
climate change and its socio-economic and cultural impacts [10,11,96,98]. Temporal issues
distinguish between climate justice for adaptation and the just city, with the former being
particularly concerned with future change (of the climate and climate-related systems); just
cities have concentrated on historical antecedents and contemporary conditions, whilst
climate justice necessarily also entertains speculations and forecasts of future change. The
scope of interest can also be a distinguishing feature, with the just cities discourse tending
to concentrate on socio-economic activities within the confines of the urban unit, whereas
just climate scholarship often envisages the city as functioning within a broader economic
and cultural system well beyond its nominal or formal boundary (following the insights of
the ecological footprint concept).

As a discourse, climate justice has moved fairly quickly to overlap and exchange
influences with those of disaster risk studies and sustainable development. This is due,
in large part, to much of the work on climate justice having an interest in environmental
politics, notably the scholarship and activism in environmental justice. A component of this
merger is exemplified in socio-economic assessments of natural disasters related to climate
(and weather) in cities, despite the complication of uncertainty over the relationship of
single events to climatic change; such as into the political components of the vulnerabilities,
risks and outcomes of the effects of Hurricane Katrina on New Orleans [99].

Climate justice (and climate politics) arises from the particular institutional circum-
stances of the international response to climate change that centres on the activities and
outputs of the UN as played out in the international and sub-international jurisdictional
realms. This provides the contrast between the single-issue origins of climate justice and
the more diffuse origins of the just city discourse and scholarship. Therefore, climate
justice concerns a particular set of policy actors, institutions, interests, markets, policies,
and relationships. A feature of climate politics is the extent to which these international
features exert an influence on the climate policy response at all levels of governance, in-
cluding that of cities. Two other defining aspects of climate justice in adaptation spring
from this factor. Firstly, for many poorer nations, cities and communities, support from
international bodies and other external sources will be critical for undertaking effective
urban adaptation measures (see, e.g., [1,46,48,61]). Secondly, climate justice often seeks
linkages between adaptation responses and measures to promote GHG emissions reduc-
tions, sometimes envisioned as transforming cities into low-carbon settlements; in other
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words, climate justice can be positioned as a component of socio-ecological transformation
(see, e.g., [25,27,43,72]).

As such, our view of the climate just city is one with both positive and normative
elements; it is, therefore, not only an aspirational goal or utopian ideal concept, but also
focusing existing conditions, achievements, and victories in overcoming oppression and
injustice.

6. Three Case Studies of City Climate Change Adaptation and Vulnerability

Below we will present three case studies that illustrate different aspects of climate
change adaptation and climate (in-)justice in three cities as a way to fuel our discussion on
the climate just city.

6.1. Port Vila

This case study reviews the factors and circumstances shaping the adaptation response
and associated justice implications in the urban and peri-urban areas of Port Vila, the capital
of Vanuatu, a Melanesian small island developing state (SIDS) in the western Pacific Ocean
(the text under this heading is primarily based on [39]). Urban vulnerability has been
largely neglected in SIDS scholarship and international development initiatives; however,
recent scholarship has highlighted the scale and scope of climate change risks to urban
settlements. Although not always identified with urban settlements, in a large number of
cases, the more populous SIDS are relatively highly urbanized, with a high proportion of
housing in densely settled and extensive informal settlements, and with high urban growth
rates. Coastal locations, high risk of natural hazards, a narrow economic foundation, weak
urban infrastructure investment, and low average per capita incomes typify the factors
contributing to the vulnerability of SIDS urban settlements to climate change impacts
(especially those associated with extreme weather events), conditions also applying to
Port Vila [100]. Climate change (and the consequences of natural hazards, notably tropical
cyclones) appears to be further promoting urbanization and rural-to-urban migration to
the city. In 2015, Port Vila was identified as one of the most natural disaster-exposed out of
a global sample of 1300 cities [47], notably in the face of the scale of economic losses caused
by Cyclone Pam in 2015 relative to its GDP.

Port Vila’s vulnerable urban populations highlight a set of causal factors that are
essential to an effective program of adaptation, namely those of governance, institutions,
and participation/representation in adaptation planning, policy formulation, and financ-
ing [101]. One indication of the problem of governance in the city’s capacity to adapt is
that although the official 2009 city population was around 45,000, another 15,000 or so
citizens occupied the city’s informal settlement and peri-urban areas; similarly, the official
population growth rates significantly underestimated the rates for the settlement as a
whole [102]. Differences between official recognition and non-recognition are represen-
tative of the formal and informal divisions within the city; the former is a part of formal
government and the latter has both governmental and extra-governmental functions and
structures, including NGOs, ‘quasi-customary’ institutions, and churches. As described
above, adaptation policy and practice are a response to climatic hazards, the exposure
risk of entities, services and values to these hazards, and the deployment of the ability to
respond (covering culture, governance, finance, technology and many other variables).
There are implications for adaptation responses in Port Vila, therefore, as a consequence of
this administrative, political, and social bifurcation.

Port Vila is vulnerable to climate change and natural hazards partly because of the
condition and capabilities of its institutions for governing and managing urban planning,
urban services management and delivery, and disaster risk reduction. Growth in the
city is concentrated in the peri-urban areas, a factor that exacerbates the city’s vulnerabil-
ity/adaptation dichotomy, as these peri-urban areas lack formal urban governance and
are disconnected from local government services and infrastructure. Informal settlements,
therefore, pose particular challenges for adaptation governance for public agencies, in
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which land tenure can be critical (and where, in practice, tenure assumes numerous and
complex forms). Mitchell and McEvoy ([103], p. vii) found that adaptative capacity is
limited by ‘insecure tenure’ as such communities are ” . . . disconnected from formal gover-
nance processes, lacking the knowledge and information for informed decision-making,
and having restricted access to finance for implementing resilience-enhancing actions.” An
immediate implication for justice is that occupants of informal settlements face the twin
disadvantages of increased risk exposure and high vulnerability combined with lower
adaptive capacity and less state support in the form of engagement in capacity-building,
infrastructure provision, planning measures, and resources/investments compared with
formal settlement areas.

In Port Vila’s case, the problem of informal settlements and unchecked peri-urban
settlement reflects the legacy of a post-colonial condition, as under colonial rule, the
efforts to build, own, and control the city actively worked against customary law and
other customs within the city. Historical exposure to climatic variations and extremes has
built high levels of community-based coping capacity, based on traditional knowledge
and technologies, amongst some the city’s inhabitants. Trundle [39] argued the need for
understanding the underlying non-climate related social system such as governance and
agency issues and its history and how this connects to contemporary climate action. This
historical context has a direct impact on current conditions for governance, infrastructure
conditions and urban planning and the understanding of this context is “ . . . critical if
climate-related interventions are to be effective, relevant, equitable and sustainable” ([39],
p. 37).

Due to the colonial heritage, however, these resources exist separated from the post-
colonial urban institutions that form the urban governance system. This has also led to the
peri-urban governance being “ . . . disjointed from Port Vila’s established urban core” ([39],
p. 37). Therefore, to a great extent, the vulnerabilities of peri-urban Port Vila is due to an
adaptation deficit.

6.2. Baltimore City

This case study examines urban government climate action, risk reduction, and pre-
paredness in Baltimore City, in the United States (noting that Baltimore City is within the
larger Baltimore metropolitan area) (the text under this heading is primarily based on [40]).
This case study aims to increase the understanding of efforts to increase climate change
resilience in a historically and contemporarily racially segregated city, a segregation that
also over the years has had physical expressions with environmental privileges allocated to
mostly white residents, such as planting of trees only in white neighbourhoods and limited
access to green spaces in segregated areas [33]. The city’s population is around 620,000,
with 64 percent African American, 30 percent white, 4 percent Hispanic or Latino, and with
24 per cent of its population living below the federal poverty line [104]. Baltimore City is
situated in the state of Maryland on the Chesapeake Bay, which is the largest and most
diverse estuary in the United States [105]; it is the largest city in the state of Maryland.

Maryland has over 4000 miles of shoreline and the state is particularly susceptible
to erosion, flooding, storms and, increasingly, sea level rise. Baltimore’s location makes it
vulnerable to a range of natural hazards, including coastal storms, extreme heat, flooding
and high winds; studies have forecast increasing vulnerability to extreme events, notably
flood hazard [106]. The city is also vulnerable to extreme heat, low air quality related to its
urban heat island effect, and food insecurity [104,107,108]. Over the last decade, Baltimore
has endured many severe weather events ranging from heavy precipitation, tidal floods,
snow and ice storms, coastal storms, heat waves and even experienced a tornado in its
Inner Harbour. Impacts from these events have impacted the city’s residents, businesses
infrastructure, and its natural systems.
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Baltimore is a port city sitting on a waterfront at the intersection of four major wa-
tersheds. The city has experienced population decline since the 1950s and as a result,
has invested heavily in revitalizing its downtown precinct [107]. A major feature of this
investment program, and a high priority on the city’s policy agenda over recent years, has
been waterfront development and redevelopment. Although there are great commercial
opportunities in the waterfront location, there are also significant challenges connected to
the location. This redevelopment has resulted in a downtown concentration of workplaces
but with a relatively modest increase in residential housing.

A socio-economic characteristic of the city is the significant pockets of extreme poverty
and social vulnerability in close proximity to its downtown [107]. There is a racial signature
to these impoverished districts—that of a concentration of minorities—that has persisted
over time, as the city has history of deliberate segregation and is one of the most segregated
cities in the United States. It also has an overall higher poverty rate than most US cities
and its poorer areas are mainly African American. This is clearly observable in the environ-
mental, economic, and social challenges the city faces today. As a result, the city’s “ . . .
unique combination of shocks and stresses cuts across social, economic and environmental
factors” ([40], p. 128).

The participatory process in the city in climate change adaptation processes has been
quite ambitious. However, there has been a strong focus on plans and planning, such as
the Sustainability Plan, the Climate Action Plan, the Disaster Preparedness and Planning
Project, a combined all hazards mitigation plan and climate change adaptation plan. There
has been a lack, however, of movement beyond planning to action aiming at protecting the
most vulnerable communities and properties from harm [107]. Facing such implementation
failures by the public sector, there are opportunities for other actors to substitute for the
state and even move beyond government action, thereby evoking the question of whether
or not there is sufficient civic capacity to fulfill this role. Due to historically determined
limits on the capacities for social self-organisation, the community considers climate change
adaptation to be primarily a government responsibility. For this reason, citizens’ interest in
participation seems elusive.

This dilemma indicates the need to acknowledge the influence of racism on city
government planning that has shaped contemporary disenfranchisement and inequities
across Baltimore’s communities, leading to a lack of trust in government actors and agencies
by minority populations [104]. Therefore, the city has recognised the need to utilise an
‘equity lens’ for all climate change action. Despite this, the efforts had shortcomings,
with difficulties keeping participants engaged throughout the entire process, especially
volunteers. The city could have been more efficient in supporting the volunteers and
formulated more realistic targets. More direct efforts were needed to ensure that not only
race but also ability level, age, economic status, and other relevant socio-economic factors
were considered. It was clear that integrating equity and climate change into everyday
decision-making was extremely difficult.

6.3. Karlstad

This case study examines urban climate change adaptation planning in the city of
Karlstad, Sweden (the text under this heading is primarily based on, [41]). Karlstad is a
small but expanding city on northern Europe’s largest lake and river delta, with about
94,000 inhabitants; the city has relatively high climate change ambitions [109]. Ongoing
population growth has led to densification and to intense property development in the
city [110]. The city has experienced a number of large floods over the years. Karlstad
has also been identified by the State Commission on Climate and Vulnerability and the
European Union as one of the Swedish cities most vulnerable to climate change-related
flood impacts. The city is also a ‘Resilient City’ designated by the United Nations Office for
Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR), and one of the most active Swedish cities in waterfront
redevelopment. As the city is located on a river delta and by a lake, there is an established
historical awareness of flood risks, and this awareness also includes potential contemporary
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and future impacts. This can be illustrated by an old proverb that says that when the river
and the lake meet at the central square in Karlstad, this will be the end of the city [111,112].
The city’s key strategic goals are growth, attractiveness, and to become a ‘good’ green
city [110].

In the Swedish context, the municipalities have responsibility for spatial planning
within their own territory and this gives them an extensive mandate in city development
and redevelopment [112]. Central to Karlstad´s approach to city redevelopment is the
vision ‘Karlstad 100,000’. Its aim is to make the city attractive to development investments
by utilizing the city’s lake and riverine location. The approach focuses on business actors,
competitiveness and growth coalitions. The main component is the redevelopment of the
inner harbor. The vision’s strategy is to attract the professional classes and other well-
educated individuals and households to take up residency and that this, in turn, will attract
and enable investment from private businesses.

The city has experienced a number of floods over the years. In 2000/2001, heavy rain
that gradually increased the lake water level resulted in flooding the city, an event that
that lasted 6 months, covering large parts of the city and leading to extensive damage and
disruption. The city has been active in its development of its climate adaptation and risk
reduction capacities. The city employed a flood plains manager in 2007, launched a flood
risk management program in 2010, works continuously with stake-holder collaboration
and outreach, and has built several physical barriers to prevent future flooding in the city.

Hence, the issues of city growth and climate change adaptation have developed in
parallel over the years, but the city’s economic development agenda has gradually evolved
to being the number one priority, and subsequently framing climate change risk analysis
and adaptation measures. The case study shows a growing awareness among city officials
of this double challenge for planning and city redevelopment. However, this inherent
conflict is unresolved and can be observed “ . . . in the light of historical experiences,
contemporary flood risks and the use of waterfront lands as an important component
in developing city competitiveness” ([112], p. 33). Despite the awareness of the double
challenge, it is not explicitly problematized in the policy agenda and appropriate measures
to mitigate flood risk have not been able to compete with the objectives to construct ‘urban
attractiveness’ as a means to increase economic competitiveness on the city’s policy agenda.

As a result, competitiveness is the dominant city policy goal that defines the ‘poli-
cyscape’, limiting the space for other issues not perceived as compatible with this overar-
ching aim. Climate-related risks discussed in the city planning documents are designed
to accommodate flood risks in ways that facilitate city competitiveness. Pre-emptive risk
reduction measures, such as retreat from the waterfront as a defensive climate adaptation
measure and investing in other city areas less prone to flood risk, are not on the policy
agenda. At the same time, the waterfront redevelopment is increasing the exposure to
flood risks, and this will most likely increase due to climate change. This framing of climate
vulnerabilities by competitiveness is potentially dysfunctional, as it can limit city resilience
and increase the vulnerability of the city in both the short term and in the longer run.

7. Discussion: Implications for the Climate Just City

The impacts of climate change on climate justice can be both direct and indirect (see
similar discussions in, [26]). Direct impacts are concrete and tangible effects on the material
and social realms, such as those on disenfranchised areas, groups and individuals; indirect
(or secondary) impacts are spill-over effects from direct climate impacts connected to
institutionalised patterns in society co-creating cascading social and economic outcomes.
Adaptation measures can also have negative consequences (i.e., maladaptation). Direct
and negative (actual and potential) impacts can increase the vulnerability of social and
socio-ecological entities and processes. Indirect negative impacts can be more diffuse and
produce effects temporally and spatially distant from the site of direct impact, affecting
other locations, sectors, systems and other realms of society. Both types of impacts are
observable across the three cases.
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The case studies highlight the interaction between indigenous and experience-based
knowledge and expert-driven urban and adaptation planning, how historical disadvan-
tages reinforce vulnerabilities to a changing climate and excludes social groups from the
benefits of climate change adaptation, and how policy path-dependency in terms of city
growth and competition policies produces risk and vulnerabilities and drive the need for
climate change adaptation measures in certain areas, while ignoring other needs in other
areas.

The Port Vila case study highlights the value of including indigenous and local com-
munities and their knowledge in formal urban planning processes and problematizes the
impacts when the inclusion of this type of knowledge fails. Studies show that climate
change adaptation is mainly based in scientific and technological knowledge and “ . . .
views traditional and indigenous knowledge as insufficient for resilience in the face of
new types and levels of climate hazards” ([26], p. 33). The Port Vila study problematizes
arbitrarily drawn urban boundaries in managing climate change adaptation, building
climate resilience, and investigating vulnerabilities. It points toward the need to include
indigenous/traditional knowledge and narratives/imaginaries, community adaptation
capacities, non-institutional means of coping with natural hazards and alternative path-
ways in order to handled vulnerabilities in all segment of society [18]. This deficiency
in ‘top-down’ urban planning can lead to climate change adaptation planning and mea-
sures unable to deal with future climate risks and vulnerability reduction (cf., [26]). It
is important to include communities in ways that facilitate social learning and makes
integration of non-expert knowledge possible as this “ . . . reinforces the understanding of
the historical and cultural origins of place and of the locally specific informal arrangements
they maintain and sustain” ([113], p. 155).

The Baltimore case demonstrates the need to include vulnerabilities and its long histor-
ical roots when designing climate change adaptation measures aiming at building new, and
reinforcing existing, capacities of the most vulnerable areas, groups and individuals in the
city and also taking into account what happens when this fails. The city government must
have a commitment to addressing profound historically developed social and economic
challenges and connect them to climate-related risk in order to support the most vulnerable
in the city.

The Baltimore case also highlights the need for climate just adaptation to focus on
equity (giving people the resources they need in relation to what they have been denied
historically), rather than equality (i.e., treating everyone equally). It also demonstrates
how the city’s history and social and economic context has created vulnerable areas and
communities. These areas are socially vulnerable in general but are especially vulnerable
to climate change. Effective and just climate adaptation must, therefore, address issues
of accessibility, lack of resources, racial inequality and social exclusion. A truly equitable
process facilitating development towards a climate just city is demanding and requires “
. . . honesty, real talk and a true recognition of one’s own privilege” ([40], p. 126). This is
a challenge for city planners that have to connect present-day circumstances to historical
injustices in ways that involves continuous learning and acknowledgement.

Focusing climate change adaptation efforts towards more vulnerable individuals,
groups and city areas can increase general resilience and has the potential to empower
stakeholders, build trust and promote community cohesiveness. In general, the cases show
(and especially evident in the cases of Port Vila and Baltimore) that failure to integrate
‘top-down’ climate action with ‘bottom-up’ knowledge will not adequately address needs
and vulnerabilities in ways that facilitate resilience-building or climate justice.

The cases of Port Vila and Baltimore City also clearly show that climate change adap-
tation with the potential to contribute to a climate just city needs to have a comprehensive
understanding of how different forms of climate change adaptation should take place in a
specific, historically developed, economic, environmental, and social context (cf., [113]). A
just climate change adaptation must therefore include an understanding of how success
and failures are shaped by place-based specificities that have emerged over time, creating
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structures of power, impacting actors’ capacities and individuals’ and group’s vulnera-
bilities. Thus, the historical city context has clear implications for actors’ ability to be
proactive or react to climate change and to withstand or adapt to its impacts. Attention
must be given, therefore, to a wide range of socio-economic and cultural diversities in order
to reach climate just outcomes. This requires an inclusive approach sensitive to cultural
diversity, history and social inequality. Clearly, just climate change adaptation is not a
separate challenge but has to address both the physical impacts of climate change and
social injustices, i.e., to address climate justice.

The case of Karlstad highlights the climate justice problem of implementing climate
change adaptation within the constraints of dominant policy priorities shaping city de-
velopment goals and processes. For local climate action in general, high-level support is
critical as it influences the positioning of climate issues on the political agenda and resource
allocation [113]. This case highlights how climate change is given a place on the local policy
agenda but is framed by other prioritized political objectives and how this, in turn, limits
more effective policy responses to climate change.

Additionally, there is an inherent tension between ‘business-as-usual’ city growth
policies and competition goals focused on waterfront housing developments on the one
hand, and the need to manage climate-related risks related to future inundation and
reduce vulnerabilities on the other. This tension is resolved, however, in the favour of
(neoliberal) economic growth, a priority that frames local climate change policy and action
and outweighs the potential impacts of climate change risks. Sometimes climate action
in cities framed by neo-liberal growth policies is labelled ‘climate urbanism’ and there
are distinctive social justice concerns resulting from this condition [73]. Consequently,
city action to facilitate growth and competitiveness has clear social implications through
heightened vulnerability and increases in risk exposure, that in turn increase the future
burden of adaptation.

The Karlstad case is a clear example of gentrification, as the project involves restoring
a contaminated site and developing a former industrial harbor to an upscaled housing and
entertainment district [33,114,115]. This goal is facilitated and guided through top-down
planning. Within the rhetoric of the project is a rationale to address social justice, namely
that the harbor development will increase city attractiveness and generate growth that will
‘trickle down’ to the most vulnerable in the city [116]. This is, however, a contentious view
that has been problematized in earlier scholarship as “ . . . ”trickle down” policies . . . are
means whereby the nonpoor majority benefit at the expense of the poor” ([117], p. 291).
That being so, gentrification is in itself problematic from a just city perspective, and the
lack of bottom-up involvement in the planning process mainly channeled through elite
political and administrative actors furthers this perception. Furthermore, the process in the
Karlstad case can, from a climate change perspective, be perceived as ‘green’ gentrification,
as it includes comprehensive climate change adaptation measures. However, this is also
problematic, as studies of other locations have shown that “ . . . many green interventions
create enclaves of environmental privilege when low-income and minority residents are
excluded from the neighborhoods . . . ” and that, hence, “ . . . many greening projects
remain blind to social vulnerabilities” ([33], p. 1065). This points to the fact that even
so called ‘win-win’ climate change adaptation approaches and measures often obscure
how uneven costs and benefits impacts different groups differently and leaving vulnerable
groups more vulnerable [34,118]. This highlights the importance of asking the question:
adaptation for whom?

8. Conclusions

In these cases of climate change adaptation, policy and action is mediated through the
dominant policy priorities shaping the wider city development interests and goals [4,26].
The framing and subsequent policy formulation of the public sector adaptation response
enables and constrains the problem-solving capacity of cities and is of central importance for
understanding how local climate action is interpreted, framed, formulated and prioritised
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and how this impacts the inhabitants of a city. How climate change adaptation is framed in
a specific policy context shapes how it is addressed. For instance, if urban planning decision-
making integrates broader social development outcomes, it can facilitate the inclusion of
justice issues into climate change adaptation policy and action [119]. As addressing climate
change will always be a contested public policy process in which adaptation responses
must compete with other political priorities and policy goals, the resulting decisions by
governments and public agencies will involve compromises and trade-offs, so that the
‘who gets what, why, when, and how’ questions involve political themes of power relations,
interest conflicts and related factors becomes of great importance when studying climate
justice.

In a way, our thoughts on how a climate just city can be approached overlaps with
what Peter Marcuse called ‘the subversive reading´ of Lefebvre’s call for the right to the
city [37]. For a climate just city to be more than a utopian aspiration, transformative change
must be realized in ways that meet the needs of both social and climate justice for excluded
groups and for society as a whole [27,45]. To do this, equity issues must be at the forefront
of government climate change adaptation responses, involving increasing public provision
to fight poverty, reducing urban planning’s focus on economic short-term gains and on city
growth in narrowly cast economic terms, and increasing the involvement and inclusion
of vulnerable groups in the political processes of the city. Considering our contemporary
society, this is a substantial challenge and, as the three cases indicate, there is a considerable
distance to go before reaching a transformative approach that could facilitate a climate just
city.

From the perspective of the climate just city, a broad stakeholder collaboration is
central for enhancing transformative capacity. Tempering this goal are the real-world
circumstances of governments’ interest in economic management, acceptance of economic
globalisation and neoliberal economic policies that feature close ties, collaborations, mutual
interests, social networks and informal governance arrangements with private actors
that are stakeholders in the corporate sector. These set-ups can reinforce existing power
asymmetries and influence and change democratic and administrative practices as they
open up for forms of network governance with limited transparency and opportunities for
democratic accountability. For this reason, the utilisation of knowledge, who is included
and excluded in the decision-making process, and the impact on political priorities have
the potential to make or break achieving a climate just city.

As expounded in the introduction and in the case studies, climate justice entails
inquiries into the construction of justice and often recognises non-material values, such
as inclusion/exclusion, participation and recognition of minorities [26,29,30,68]. Climate
change adaptation poses challenges that evoke moral issues, and it constitutes an ethical
challenge (cf., [120]). Adaptation responses are an overlay on existing social differences,
with the potential to alleviate, be neutral or exaggerate these differences [40]. Key aspects
of social difference inimical to social justice and achievement of the just city include
socio-economic inequalities, limitations to participation in decision making, variability in
exposure to risks and priority-setting in adaptation policies [26]; all aspects observable in
our cases. These aspects affect the distribution and intensity of vulnerabilities to climate
change impacts and are expressions of injustice and unfairness. Class, gender, and race
and other expressions of social differentiation are structural components in social injustices
exacerbating vulnerabilities to the impacts of a changing climate. All these aspects are, of
course, central to the analysis of climate just cities and climate change adaptation.

A central aspect of the focus on a climate just city is the critique of the apolitical
perspectives in much adaptation scholarship [66,121]. This critique argues that apoliticism
restricts political inquiry by taking adaptation as the ‘natural’ response to ecological
problems without considering its social and political implications [122,123]. Ignoring
the political in governmental climate change adaptation responses obscures the role of
processes—such as capital accumulation, technology change and political contestation—
essential in producing the lived environment. It has been argued that this orientation
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suits “ . . . the institutional needs for controlling the procedures of social change, thereby
circumventing issues of power hierarchies, vested interests and the like” ([26], p. 146). Thus,
as our cases clearly illustrate, the social context, with its power asymmetries, must have a
central position in understanding the distribution of climate risks and vulnerabilities [124]
when studying climate change adaptation in cities from a climate justice perspective.
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Abstract: Within sustainability development paradigms, state governance is considered important
in interventions to address risks produced by the industrial society. However, there is largely
a lack of understanding, especially in the Global South, about the nature and workings of the
governance institutions necessary to tackle risks effectively. Reflexive governance, as a new mode
of governance, has been developed as a way to be more inclusive and more reflexive and respond
to complex risks. Conversely, there is limited scholarly work that has examined the theoretical and
empirical foundations of this governance approach, especially how it may unfold in the Global
South. This paper explores the conditions and constrains for reflexive governance in a particular
case: that of the South Durban Industrial Basin. South Durban is one of the most polluted regions in
southern Africa and has been the most active industrial site of contention between local residents
and industry and government during apartheid and into the new democracy. Empirical analysis
found a number of constrains involved in enabling reflexive governance. It also found that a close
alliance between government and industry to promote economic development has overshadowed
social and environmental protection. Reflexive governance practitioners need to be cognisant of its
applicability across diverse geographic settings and beyond western notions of reflexive governance.

Keywords: deliberative democracy; ecological reflexivity; reflexive governance; participation; regu-
lation; risk; transparency

1. Introduction

The urgent need for sustainable development raises issues of governance, since sus-
tainability goals are subjected to heterogeneous perceptions and interest [1]. To reach
necessary transformative change, there is a need to both properly understand this situation
as well as find ways to manage it that are both politically legitimate and relevent to the
environment. Although new modes of governance, such as reflexive governance, can in-
crease participation and deliberation across industry, government and civil society sectors,
thereby providing more legitimate decision-making, there is limited scholarly work that
has examined the theoretical and empirical foundations of this assumption [2], let alone in
the Global South. This includes the structures, power relations and actions that may hinder
the emergence of reflexive governance [3]. There is apprehension about the political impli-
cations of reflexive governance since its designs engage with real-world political contexts,
which affect their workings and may weaken their efficiency. Additionally, there may also
be worries caused by the democratic legitimacy of reflexive governance designs and the
uncertain relationships with establishments of representative democracy [4]. There are fur-
ther concerns that reflexive governance emerged from the 1990s and developed in an era in
which neoliberalism was the dominant political discourse, with repeated efforts to reduce
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the power of the nation state in favour of industry’s self-regulation [5]. Swyngedouw and
Kaika (2014) and Dagkas and Tsoukala (2011) note that neo-liberalisation makes it difficult
for vulnerable groups to have equal access to good-quality environmental resources, and for
procedural quality in decision-making to occur [6,7]. However, linked to neoliberalism,
Rosenau notes that government institutions can evolve in such a way as to be minimally
dependent on hierarchical, command-based arrangements (i.e., industrial deregulation and
self-regulation; loss of governance functions by the state) [8]. Nevertheless, the point of
this paper is not to engage in complex debates about the ills of neoliberalism or to provide
solutions to neoliberalism. The authors believe that the solutions to neoliberalism must
evolve through genuine discussions between civil society, government and industry on
moving towards sustainable development. As Luna (2015) states, the movement away from
neoliberalism is about having a discussion about the kind of development we want for our
future, how basic needs will be secured for everyone, moving away from inequality and
how these goals will be achieved [9]. However, there is no doubt that reflexive governance
will be important in these discussions, and there is a need to investigate how reflexive
governance may be strengthened.

Reflexive governance may face a number of challenges such as how to treat and
deal with the state’s power, responsibility, boundaries, the withering manner of the state,
the problem between state management and state governance, and the problem of long-
term coexistence and positive interaction between state and society, etc. [4,10]. Modern ap-
proaches to reflexive governance may thus aspire technocratic approaches to governance,
which give rise to institutions that yield instability, whilst ignoring environmental external-
ity impacts [11] and lack the capacity to co-ordinate collective action due to non-hierarchical
forms of governance [12]. The question is whether reflexive governance may be a hybrid
mode of governance, interpenetrated by other modes, or if it exists alongside and/or in
competition with them [13]. Reflexive governance is, therefore, not straightforward and
involves managing a plethora of contestations over sustainability and acknowledging that
legitimacy is negotiated [14]. Limited research has explicitly investigated the potential for
reflexivity to assist in understanding the politics of human–environmental impacts [11]
and how reflexive governance unfolds or may potentially spiral into poor governance and
risk ignoring or fragmenting divergent views [12] with reflexivity as one of the tenets of
reflexive governance [15]. A major shortcoming of the existing literature on reflexivity is
that the distinction between what reflexive governance is and what enables and/or hinders
it is unclear [11]. If neoliberalism may influence reflexive governance approaches, then how
may reflexive governance principles be safeguarded to ensure that they do not spiral into
a technocratic approach or become paternalistic, thereby perpetuating risks?

Within this context, the aim of this paper is to explore the conditions and constrains of
reflexive governance. Of particular importance is to examine the application of reflexive
governance, its political implications, and shortcomings in terms of addressing indus-
trial risks, using the case of the South Durban Industrial Basin (SDIB) in KwaZulu-Natal,
South Africa. Whilst there is largely a lack of understanding, especially in the Global
South, about the nature and workings of the governance institutions necessary to tackle
risks effectively, and which Southern countries exhibit different and perhaps more severe
technical, financial and capacity constraints to Northern countries, it is important to explore
the applicability of reflexive governance across diverse geographic settings, especially at
the local level. As Guay also highlights, the connections between local governments and
global processes receive limited attention in the political economy, despite local governance
forays into the foreign policy realm having important implications for governance and
policy-making generally [16]. The SDIB is considered to be one of the most contaminated re-
gions in southern Africa and is declared a pollution hotspot. This will include how the state
manages the plethora of contestations regarding risks. The geographic setting of local com-
munities which have been historically exposed to petrochemical industries and industrial
risks has not transformed since the introduction of democracy [17], making it of interest
to investigate to what extent, and in what way, reflexive governance approaches has been
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employed. This paper consists of seven sections, including this introduction. The Section 2
provides some background to South Africa and reflexive governance. The Section 3 ex-
plores the literature on reflexive governance, participation and deliberative democracy.
The section also outlines supplementary approaches to reflexive governance, such as
‘value reflexive governance’ and ‘ecological reflexivity’ approaches. The Section 4 explores
the literature on an ‘enabling’ reflexive governance approach. The Section 5 outlines the
study, the case description, the empirical material and the applied method. The Section 6
presents the results. The Section 7, which is the conclusion, evaluates the findings in re-
lation to the literature and discusses the wider implications for an enabling a reflexive
governance approach.

2. South Africa and Reflexive Governance

South African achieved democracy in 1994, an era when neoliberal ideology was glob-
ally dominant [18,19], and during a period when reflexive governance emerged. As a newly
democratised nation, and in line with reflexive governance principles, the country devel-
oped a democratic constitution and a democratic parliament. For example, the 1996 Con-
stitution of the Republic of South Africa makes provisions for the right to a healthy envi-
ronment. It also bestows the right to have the environment protected by the government,
who must prevent pollution and degradation, and ensure ecological sustainable develop-
ment. It makes provisions for the participation of citizens in decision-making processes,
democracy and accountability, the separation of powers and cooperative governance,
and the decentralization of power [20]. Various policies and regulations have also been
developed in line with the constitution to reduce and eliminate environmental and social
risks in society. An example is the 1998 National Waste Management Strategy (NWMS),
designed to ensure the good health of the people and the quality of the environment by the
implementation of ‘cleaner production’ to increase the eco-efficiency of industrial processes,
as well as to implement ‘cleaner technologies’ to reduce pollution and industrial risks in
society [21]. The 1998 National Environmental Management Act (NEMA) emphasises that
people’s needs must be put at the forefront when matters of environmental management
are considered, and makes provisions for the promotion of the participation of all interested
and affected parties in environmental governance [22]. ‘Reflexive governance’ approaches
to deliberation and participation between a variety of stakeholders has, therefore, been con-
sidered critical for implementing processes to address societal risks, with civil society
considered an important aspect of the new, inclusive ‘democratic’ societies. These act
to ensure the human right to a healthy and just environment. Since its establishment of
democracy, South Africa has implemented regulations that provide guiding principles for
a ‘reflexive governance’ approach to an inclusive society so as to increase participation and
deliberation between the government, industry and civil society.

Unfortunately, despite the progress in enabling the supportive governance policy
frameworks and the values to preventing and managing environmental risk, the imple-
mentation of reflexive governance principles has been limited [23]. As Malherbe and Segal
(2001) note, although South African legislation has attempted to sharpen corporate ac-
countability for corporate actions post-1994, government institutions have not actively and
publicly monitored corporate governance [24]. Due to the government engaging in a macro-
economic neoliberal model since its democracy, it has concentrated on expanding industrial
modes of production [25–27], with the logic of wealth production dominating the logic of
risk alleviation, which contributes to increased industrial risks in society [28]. The state has
also recognised, to some degree, its own incapacity to regulate effectively, with enforcement
being inadequate or mechanistic, addressing the tail end rather than holistic approaches to
address industrial risks. This has stifled technological innovation, stressing supply-side
solutions rather than behavioural change on the part of industry [29]. Additionally, the anti-
apartheid struggle should have impressed on the new government the need to incorporate
citizens’ interests into decision-making processes; however, participation mechanisms
have not enhanced participatory governance. Participatory mechanisms have been biased
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towards citizens with the capacity and resources to organise, who would be able to bring
their concerns to government attention without these mechanisms [30]. Despite the general
literature on state governance deficiencies, there is a lack of empirical evidence on how
reflexive governance may be obstructed towards addressing industrial risks.

3. Reflexive Governance, Participation and Deliberative Democracy

The concept of reflexivity arose due to the industrial society producing unforeseen and
unintended side effects as a result of an unlimited faith in science, bureaucracy and instru-
mental rationality [11,13,31–33]. In Beck’s periodization of social change, simple modernity
is associated with the development of industrial society, whilst the new, reflexive modernity
is associated with the emergence of the risk society, in which progress can turn into self-
destruction [24,31]. Fuelled by technical disasters, the scientific capacity to determine risks
and propose viable ways to handle them has been questioned [34,35], as well as industrial
expertise [15] concerning its interest and ability to shape structural change in society and
technology [1]. Within the sustainability development paradigms, state governance is,
therefore, considered important in interventions to address unintended side effects and
manage risks. The theory of reflexive modernization does not include the demise of the
state, which simultaneously remains both the agent and the subject of change. Although
aspects of the nation-state have been undermined, the nation-state still retains a consid-
erable role in the governance process. ‘Governance’, in turn, is recast as a mechanism for
managing today’s pervasive uncertainty. Reflexive modernisation allows for the recasting
of ‘governance’ as a necessary, yet contingent, mechanism of managing uncertainty in
contemporary societies [36].

Although ‘governance’ has diverse interpretations [37,38], modern approaches to
governance are generally understood as the inclusion of the non-state stakeholders in
decision-making [39–42] and emphasis of accountability, transparency, fairness, rule of
law and ethical considerations by the state [13,43], whilst not relying on technocratic and
bureaucratic processes to manage developmental and policy processes [1,29,44]. This col-
lective understanding of modern governance can be grouped together under reflexive
governance [4]. Reflexive governance, as a new mode of governance, is viewed as or-
ganising a response to the risks by replacing traditional, hierarchical and deterministic
governance approaches with more reflexive, flexible and interactive ones, which draw
on diverse knowledge systems [2,12,13,45]. Despite this understanding of reflexive gov-
ernance, there is largely a lack of understanding about the nature and workings of the
governance institutions that are necessary to effectively enable reflexive governance in
society, so as to tackle industrial risks [3,46,47].

Participation and deliberation are central to reflexive governance and democracy,
and to tackling development challenges [3], with reflexivity also associated with the prin-
ciple of participation [14]. The concepts of governance and participation are interrelated,
as governance is difficult to achieve if participation is insufficient. An essential component
of good governance is the ability to enable citizens to express their views, and to act on
those views, facilitated through participation [48]; the more deliberate the process, the more
reflexive governance is [3]. When in-depth information is not disseminated to citizens,
participatory and deliberation mechanisms may be ineffective [49]. Formal participatory
assemblies may sometimes be geared towards ‘domesticating’ and undermining the legiti-
macy of groups who choose to engage critically with local governments (and industry).
This has the potential to revert back to ‘first generation’ governance (i.e., traditional state-
centred and technocratic regulation) and move away from the actual principles and values
of reflexive governance.

For example, Wesselink et al. (2011) noted that impediments to participation may
occur when environmental policies are not aligned with other policies and when economic
interests prevail over environmental issues. Thus, ‘participation fatigue’ can occur, which is
the failed embedding of new participatory governance in a bureaucratic structure that is
not receptive to input from other stakeholders (e.g., civil society) [44]. To work towards
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sustainable development, the encouragement of knowledge inputs and participation from
across society is not just an instrumental imperative, but an ethical imperative, since it is
only on the basis of interactive governance that it is possible to elaborate a development
trajectory that reflects the fundamental needs of society at large [14]. When linking reflexive
governance with ‘deliberative democracy’, participants can debate the various issues in
a careful and reasonable fashion for democratic legitimacy to occur. Only after genuine
discussions occur, can decisions be made. In this sense, the deliberative aspect corresponds
to a collective process of reflection and analysis, permeated by the discourse that precedes
the decision. However, despite the principles of interactive governance within a reflexive
governance approach, there is no guarantee that government (or industry) will genuinely
apply these principles.

Therefore, it is important to distinguish between genuine processes of participation
and deliberation, as opposed to more tokenistic ones. It is useful to draw on the ladder
of participation, as presented by Arnstein (1969), which is still useful in understanding
the different types of participation. These are grouped into ‘non-participation’, ‘tokenism’,
and ‘citizen power’. With ‘non-participation’ (i.e., manipulation and therapy), the objective
is to gain support for decisions which are already made. ‘Tokenism’, namely, informing,
consultation and placation, allows citizens to express their views but with no assurance
that citizens’ concerns will be taken into account. ‘Citizen power’ (namely, partnership,
delegated power and citizen control) results in an increase in citizens’ decision-making
powers. ‘Partnerships’ allow for power to be equally shared among citizens and power-
holders. Regarding ‘citizen control’, Arnstein notes that, although citizens demand a degree
of power (for example, governing of a program or institution), a Model City cannot meet
the criteria of citizen control, since final approval power rests with the city authority.
Nevertheless, citizen empowerment suggests that direct democracy (the participation of
citizens in decision-making) needs to be established on a ‘partnership’ basis, with citizens
treated as equal partners in development and decision-making processes [50].

4. Towards an ‘Enabling’ Reflexive Governance Approach

Reflexive governance, under the auspices of the ‘next generation’ environmental regu-
lations, has been proposed as a means to overcome various insufficiencies associated with
the ‘first generation’ environmental regulation linked with direct command and control
state regulation and failure to nurture contextualised learning [2,4]. In relation to the
‘old’ and ‘new’ modes of governance, it is useful to draw on the various distinctions of
governance, as noted by Stirling (2006) [51], which refer to unreflective, reflective and
reflexive governance approaches. Unreflective governance denotes limited instrumental
driven decision-making processes, whilst reflective governance involves more critical at-
tempts to manage side effects and garner a multitude of perspectives to implement the best
policy. Reflexive governance is about engaging with a variety of social actors, rather than
eliminating ambivalence [2,14,52]. It seeks to explore how ambivalence is incorporated into
reflexive approaches through governance, with participatory processes of various forms
widely advocated to understand social change [4,52]. This is, in most instances, geared to-
wards the construction of collective and consensual visions of what a more sustainable
socio-technical system might entail [53]. Reflexive governance emphasises the participa-
tory approaches in goal formulation and strategies of development for governance [54].
Since ambivalences of sustainability are emergent, reflexive governance is assumed to have
the distinct feature of continually monitoring, feeding back and adjusting as a means of
handling these interdependencies and the unpredictability of systemic change [52].

Considering that reflexive governance may become compromised within a neoliberal
and bureaucratic framework, how can reflexive governance be robustly implemented and
safeguarded? A clearer and enabling conception of reflexive governance can be facilitated
through concepts such as ‘value reflexive governance’ and ‘ecological reflexivity’. The idea
is not to posit one concept over the other, but rather to have them work together, since they
are based on particular values. Meisch et al. (2012) notes that, as opposed to reflective
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governance, ‘value reflexive governance’ emphasises the values of good governance norms,
where values become the guiding imperatives, which offer more transparent and inclusive
governance by not only making it imperative for more social actors to express their values,
but ensuring that those values materialise into actions [55]. According to Smith and Stirling
(2007), reflexive governance is also about social actors changing values in response to
scrutiny [56]. Meisch et al. (2012) states that value reflexive governance is sensitive to
participants’ values in governance processes and develops specific solutions to problems.
Unfortunately, there is no set of particular philosophical tools to guide value discourses,
and there are diverse social and institutional contexts which maybe unique to particular
environments [55]. Reflecting on ways to develop procedural arrangements that work with
power and conflict, to ensure inclusive participation, equality among participants and open
communication in a process of experimentation and learning, is necessary to cope with
ambivalence [4].

According to Weiland (2012), there is a need to collectively develop the instruments
and procedures that allow for the productive use of diversity. It seems that deliberation
between all social actors is key to ensuring the development of the ‘value’ instruments
and procedures for enabling reflexive governance [12]. It is also important to explore
what determines reflexive governance. As Meadowcroft and Steurer (2018) note, reflexive
governance is not straightforward [14]. As highlighted, modern approaches to reflexive
governance may spiral into technocratic approaches to governance and overlook environ-
mental externality impacts. Pickering (2019) attempts to solve this problem by further
proposing ‘ecological reflexivity’, understood as, ‘the capacity of an entity (for example,
an agent, structure, or process) to recognise its impacts on social-ecological systems and
vice-versa; rethink its core values and practices in this light, and respond accordingly by
transforming its values and practices [11]. Therefore, this goes beyond policy processes
initiated by government and moves from unconscious reaction to conscious and cogni-
tive effort. Figure 1 shows the three components and their signs of ecological reflexivity.
According to Pickering, in order to qualify as minimal reflexivity, institutions (for example,
government and industry) must show all three components of reflexivity to some degree.
This understanding can assist in detecting shortfalls in reflexivity and unveil non-reflexive
or reflexive institutions. For example, an agent or structure will be considered non-reflexive
if it recognises a problem and fails to rethink activities such as the government’s lack of
enforcement of environmental regulations, leading to the continual pollution of society
and the environment by industrial processes.

Figure 1. Components and signs of ecological reflexivity: Source: Pickering (2019).

The combination of value-reflexive governance and ecological reflexivity in reflexive
governance approaches can ensure that there is a more explicit emphasis on the formu-
lation of participants’ values to formulate actions, and that all stakeholders can develop
instruments and procedures that will enable the productive use of diversity with feedback on
decisions made. Social actors are also enabled to recognise their impact on social-ecological
systems and must be reflexive in rethinking practices, thereby transforming values and

50



Sustainability 2021, 13, 5679

practices. Such an approach can entail more open, transparent and inclusive governance.
As Meisch et al. (2012 notes, it is important that values are turned into actions by developing
specific solutions to the problems enabled by the formulation of values, instruments and
procedures [55]. The key, however, is that the participation and deliberation encouraged by
the government ensures the decentralisation of power to citizens, so that all stakeholders
have an equal chance to induce positive change [57] and ensure equity and fairness in the
rule and application of law [38,43].

5. Materials and Methods

5.1. The Studied Case

The South Durban Industrial Basin (SDIB) in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa is con-
sidered one of the most contaminated regions in southern Africa. The SDIB is home to
two of South Africa’s four oil refineries, Africa’s foremost chemical storage facility, and
over 180 smokestack industries are located in the SDIB [58]. The region is an example
of an industrial hub that includes residential areas situated next to heavy industries [18].
The apartheid impression to formulate a deliberate industrial region was efficaciously im-
plemented by the early 1970s; this region became home to 70 percent of Durban’s industrial
activity [59].

A brief background about South Durban is that in 1994, with the ushering in of democ-
racy, the community established the South Durban Community Environmental Alliance
(SDCEA) to tackle the issue of pollution within South Durban. (The SDCEA is made-up of
16 affiliate organisations and has been active since its formation. It makes no profit and
exists solely for the benefit of the people it represents. The Alliance is vocal and active in lob-
bying, reporting and researching industrial incidents and accidents in South Durban [60].)
According to Reid and D’Sa (2005), SDCEA was formed to link local concerns across racial
boundaries in order to respond systematically to pollution issues [61]. As was the case dur-
ing apartheid, South Durban communities continue to endure the environmental, health,
and socio-economic costs of pollution from adjacent industries [18], with the most frequent
perpetrators of atmospheric pollution incidents being the oil refineries, notably Engen
Petroleum and the South African Petroleum Refinery (SAPREF) [60]. Health impacts in
South Durban have been a concern, with asthma rates documented at double the global
average [62], and the incidence of leukaemia noted to be up to 24 times higher than the
national average [63]. A 2002 medical study carried out by a team of medical researchers
at the local Settlers Primary School bordering the Engen refinery found that 52 percent of
learners suffered from severe asthma, and 11 percent of learners experienced moderate to
severe persistent asthma. It was further found that children in South Durban were much
more likely to suffer from chest complaints than children from other parts of Durban [64].
The SDCEA also recorded a total of 55 major industrial incidents in South Durban from
2000 to 2016 [65,66]. In 2018, the South Durban basin was declared a pollution hotspot,
according to the provincial government’s Environment Outlook Report [67].

5.2. Data Collection

For the qualitative research methodology employed for this study, primary material
was collected by one of the authors in June and July 2019. Semi-structured interview guides
were used to collect data from key social actors (namely, local government, external civil
society scientific experts supporting community groups, local residents, and community-
based organisations (CBOs)). A purposive sampling design was employed during field-
work, where the researcher’s judgement determines who can provide the best information
to achieve the objectives of the study. A snowballing technique was also employed, as infor-
mants referred the researcher to other informants for interview. A total of seven interviews
were conducted, of which five interviews are reported in this study. One interview was
secured with an anonymous local government official. Two interviews were secured with
academics from the University of KwaZulu-Natal, dealing with health studies and in-
dustrial expansion in South Durban, respectively. One interview was secured with an
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ex-local government employee (now working in the water industry in the same area),
who was previously responsible for air pollution in South Durban, and another interview
was conducted with the SDCEA leadership. Unfortunately, numerous attempts to secure
interviews with several major South Durban industries proved futile. Additionally, two key
government officials directly responsible for pollution issues and air-quality monitoring in
South Durban did not respond to interview invitations. This has implications for the data
analysis, as the views of two important social actors have not been possible to obtain.

This paper also draws on fieldwork conducted in South Durban in July 2017, which ex-
plored governance as part of a study that looked at ‘toxic tourism’ for environmental
justice [68]. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with several members of the local
SDCEA involved with various environmental projects in South Durban, ranging from
industrial pollution to climate change. From this study, two interviews are used that
particularly concern governance issue.

Documents are used as secondary sources when necessary to identify relationships
or patterns regarding the interview content and as a way to interrogate and verify what
has been said. These include the 2007 South Durban Basin Multi-Point Plan (MPP) Case
Study Report [69]; the 2017/2018 eThekwini Municipality Annual Report [70]; a 2019
Independent Online (IOL) media article [71]; the 2020 National Air Quality Indicator—
Monthly data report [72]; a 2018 Mail and Guardian media article [73]; a 2019 Africa News
Agency media article [74]; the 2018 South African Petroleum Industry Association (SAPIA)
Annual Report [75]; and the 2018 Engen Refinery Integrated Report [76].

5.3. Data Analysis

For the data analysis, grounded theory and open coding were employed to identify
similar emerging themes across the interviews (namely, scientific experts and co-creation
of knowledge, risk communication, trust and transparency, participation, governance,
civil society resources and fragmentation). Grounded theory and open coding primarily
involve taking the data apart (i.e., interviews) and examining the parts for differences and
similarities. Codes are clustered together to form categories (i.e., themes) [77]. This article
focuses on two main themes (namely, poor governance skills and transparency when
addressing industrial risks, and the lack of participatory governance and deliberation),
which are discussed below. There are links and overlaps between the themes.

5.4. Informed Consent

All subjects gave their informed consent for inclusion before they participated in the
study. The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki, and the
protocol for the 2019 field work was approved by the University of South Africa, College Re-
search Ethics Committee (Project identification REC 170616-051). For the fieldwork of 2017,
the ethical standards for academic research were followed. It was, however, not possible to
obtain ethical clearance from the University of South Africa, because the study was based
at another university which, at that time, had no ethics committee in place.

6. Results

In the following, we will analyse to what extent reflexive governance was applied to
address the industrial risks in the SDIB. In particular, the hindrances in applying this ap-
proach will be investigated. This section presents two main themes (i.e., lack of governance
skills and transparency to address industrial risks, and lack of participatory governance
and deliberation).

6.1. Lack of Governance Skills and Transparency to Address Industrial Risks

Poor governance, since 2010, has resulted in the local government not maintaining
air-monitoring equipment to collect air-quality data so as to address potential industrial
risks in South Durban, as per the previous MPP. This, in turn, had implications for the
government not sharing air-quality information with civil society in order to make informed
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decisions about industrial development issues, with implications for transparency within
the new reflexive governance democratic dispensation. The MMP was launched after the
dawn of democracy, in November 2000, and aimed to provide an improved and collective
decision-making structure for air pollution management at the local government level,
reduce air pollution to meet health-based air-quality standards, and improve the quality of
life for the local community. Some of the key achievements of the MMP were an improved
air-quality monitoring network with integrated data transfer and storage, the extension
of sampling to other pollutants such as Benzene, Toluene, Ethyl-benzene and Xylene,
and a reflexive government multi-stakeholder approach, with the government, community
and industry working jointly [69]. The ex-government employee, Informant A, working for
a water purification company in South Durban, who was previously employed as a local
government official responsible for pollution control and programme manager of the
previous MPP, noted the deterioration of governance in combatting industrial risks in
South Durban since the MPP ended:

‘There have been gains and changes [to combat industrial risks since the turn of
democracy] but I am a bit disappointed in the maintenance of that current domain
. . . The Multi-Point Plan was funding from industry, funding from government
and there was a true multi-stakeholder nature of a democratic government and
industry coming on board and led by the top teams. The MPP delivered as it en-
abled the science to prevail with monitoring and good data and allowing a health
study to take place. A first successful health study that is also documented and
peer-reviewed. Industry started investing at that time millions of Rands [South
African currency] to address pollution. So under the MPP we have seen pollution
coming down to within levels and now it is best practice from industry . . . But
what is disappointing and since I left government, there has been a disinterest [by
local government] in maintaining the [air] monitoring stations . . . I complained
[to local government] about an incident . . . and it took many weeks for them
to respond, but an inadequate response . . . You have to look at the stakeholder
approach to handle the issue, making sense of it to make a solution. So that is
missing . . . They [government] will probably give you lots of excuses why things
can’t happen . . . ’ (Informant A, 19 June 2019).

The local SDCEA CBO further noted the lack of proper reflexive governance to main-
tain air-monitoring equipment in South Durban, including the lack of transparency and
communication to civil society surrounding how the data were collected by the government.
Informant B, a SDCEA Environmental Project Officer—responsible for Development, Infras-
tructure and Climate Change—noted for the lack of governance to monitor air pollution:

‘ . . . We have the city with the latest [air monitoring] equipment . . . that will
give you [an] exact reading of what’s emitted out [by industry] and what vol-
ume. [It has been] non-functional since 2013, yet to date, two, three weeks ago,
they have claimed that no, we’ve only stopped receiving information from our
monitoring stations from 2016. When we asked them about that, we didn’t know
that and one of their [government] portfolio committee members in Johannes-
burg stated that they have not received any information to date since 2013. So,
these are the key things that are displaying themselves in our communities and
government is not acting on our behalf . . . ’ (Informant B, 10 July 2017).

The above suggests an unreflective governance approach by the municipality in not
organising a response to potential risks and not displaying accountability and transparency
towards external stakeholders. In an article published by the Independent Online (IOL)
media in 2019, it was reported that many civil society groups complained that local gov-
ernment had not supplied and engaged with them regarding air-pollution monitoring
information for many years, as the monitoring stations were non-functional [71]. Reference
to the National Air Quality Indicator Monthly data report for the KwaZulu Natal Province,
April 2020 [72], stipulates that the 2004 National Air Quality Act requires the establishment
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of national standards for municipalities and provinces to monitor ambient air quality to
report compliance with ambient air quality standards. To this end, different spheres of
government have invested in continuous air-pollution monitoring hardware to meet this
objective. The information secured from these stations is used to develop the National Air
Quality Indicator (NAQI), based on an annual measure of prevalent pollutants. One of
the purposes of the NAQI is to provide an evidence-based approach in presenting and
measuring air-quality management interventions, and serves as a communication tool on
air-quality matters, to be easily understood and used by the public.

However, the report notes that a number of monitoring stations are not fully opera-
tional, and government does not provide any indication as to why there have been delays
indicating poor risk communication and transparency. The two monitoring stations located
in South Durban (namely, Settlers (Merebank) and Wentworth Reservoir stations) were not
fully operational, and recordings were only available for sulphur dioxide and particulate
matter (PM2.5 and PM10), but not for other pollutants such as nitric oxide, carbon monox-
ide, nitrogen dioxide, nitrogen oxides, benzene, toluene and xylene. Therefore, civil society
did not have the necessary information to make informed decisions and act on potential pol-
lutants in the air, harmful to their health and wellbeing, as provided for in the South African
Constitution, or to hold government and industry accountable. Although the government
has recognised shortcomings in its ability to maintain and monitor air quality, it has failed
to adopt principles of ecological reflexivity to rethink activities surrounding monitoring,
enforcement and compliance, which have potentially led to the continual pollution of the
South Durban community, indicating a non-reflexive local governance institution.

However, the unreflective governance was also due to the lack of technical skills within
the local government. Although skills were transferred to the new government during the
transition in 1994, with many civil society leaders moving into different state structures,
with the relationship between the state and civil society organisations characterised by
a collaborative nature [19], several civil society informants noted that the lack of the
eThekwini government skills had deteriorated since 2010. Some of the previously trained
government officials had left the government sector to work in industry, or had moved to
other sectors. This created a technical void within the government to effectively deal with
industry and enforce regulations. Informant C noted that the government did not have the
capacity and skills to effectively govern South Durban:

‘Officials are not doing their job, we call them . . . and they go to the industry,
they can’t read the information and the industry [then] tells them what to do and
they [are] quite happy to believe that [as] they don’t have the technical expertise
. . . There is also a cut back on qualified staff. They [local government] don’t
employ people who have the experience. Most of the air quality officers that were
employed and trained in Denmark and Norway, they have also left and are either
working for ENGEN or SAPREF or [now in] consultancy or they are in New
Zealand, Australia or other parts of the world . . . Since 2010, there has been a lack
of credible data—the monitoring stations, fourteen of the most sophisticated and
experienced stations has been allowed to decay and not work and not managed.
So that is the problem . . . the environment has not become an important issue
by government at all costs and yet they want to make development decisions
when the equipment are not operating . . . . It is a lack of leadership.’ [Informant
C, 3 July 2019].

The above statement suggests that there is not necessarily a lack of employed govern-
ment officials, but rather not enough qualified, technically skilled staff. A review of the
eThekwini Municipality Annual Report, 2017/2018 [70], shows that of the forty-one Envi-
ronmental Protection posts, only one was vacant. A researcher in the field of occupational
and environmental health, who has worked very closely with the South Durban community
on health studies and risk exposure since 2002, stated that the lack of government technical
skills, including their poor engagement and deliberation with civil society, influenced the
relationship between civil society and the government. Civil society was not able to secure
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information on industrial pollution, due to poor communication and a lack of transparency
from local government. As the informant noted:

‘I definitely think that the skills set that they [local government] had around
the MMP . . . has been lost. There is an attempt to build a new technical skills
base and to be honest, I don’t know at this point, the levels of those individuals
that are now there . . . But what has happened is that because of our repeated
attempts to get this sort of information that we want, there has not been that sort
of forthcoming sort of relationship. We [civil society] have tended to lose that link
that we have had [with government] over that period of time . . . the air quality
network . . . [which] has been substantially compromised so the type of data we
were getting in the 2000s when we were doing the health study is not as good as
what we are seeing now . . . It is local government who is supposed to maintain
that [air quality stations] and run that and our sense is that there is a failing on
government’s side . . . We have not been given clear reasons why these things are
not working effectively’ [Informant D, 20 June 2019].

6.2. Lack of Participatory Governance and Deliberation

Empirical analysis suggested that the government did not engage with reflexive gover-
nance principles by acknowledging the interpenetration of governance subjects and objects
to engage more openly and directly with a variety of social actors to gather recursive
feedback to understand social change. This governance approach was, therefore, divergent
from the stated eThekwini Municipality city governance principles, as outlined in the
eThekwini Municipality Annual Report, 2017/2018 [70]. The report highlights that some of
the principles of good governance that the municipality demonstrates include ‘accountabil-
ity’ as a ‘fundamental requirement of good governance’, and ‘transparency’, in that citizens
should be able to follow and understand the decision-making process. Other principles
outlined in the report include ‘equity and inclusiveness’, where community members ‘feel
their interests have been considered in the decision-making processes’. However, these
principles have not mirrored the practices of local government. A closer analysis of the
local government’s ‘participatory’ governance principle suggests ‘tokenistic’ participa-
tory approaches towards civil society. The local government’s annual report highlights
its participatory governance approach as follows, ‘Anyone affected by or interested in
a decision should have the opportunity to participate in the process of making that decision
. . . Community members may be provided with information, asked for their opinion,
given the opportunity to make recommendations or, in some cases, be part of the actual
decision-making process’. This approach suggests that when information is provided,
and citizens are asked for their opinion, citizens may not be included from the onset of the
strategy formulation and are only included in the final decision-making processes in select
cases. This governance approach is tantamount to Arnstein’s notion of top-down approach
to governance by inviting citizens’ opinions (namely, consultation), and thus offers no
assurance that citizens’ concerns will be taken into account [50]. It is also tantamount
to ‘placation’, when citizens advise but local government retains the right to judge the
legitimacy of the recommendations.

Poor reflective governance and a lack of government transparency regarding envi-
ronmental risk information also influenced how civil society was able to meaningfully
engage with local constituencies, government and industry to inform decisions. Informant
D highlighted the lack of information from the government and how this compromised
civil society actions regarding industrial risks:

‘In the 2000s when the pollution control unit was setup and run by [Informant A]
. . . What is most important about that was their ability to make this information
available on a short turnover basis. So, you could go to the website and you
would know what was going on . . . With my engagement with the organisa-
tions representing civil society I would say . . . they don’t have the information
[from local government now] that they need to take the necessary action or to
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engage with their stakeholders, the local communities. I think this is problematic.
For example, for our birth cohort study—epidemiological study . . . we needed
emissions data, the emissions inventory. Now according to all our legislation
and Access to Information Act, this data is supposed to be available. It took us
a very, very long time, in fact probably more than five years. We had written to
them [local government], we quoted the act and they agreed to release it to us,
and we have repeatedly found there to be a reluctance to release this information.
They said well this is confidential information’ [Informant D, 20 June 2019].

This indicates a bureaucratic government approach, whereby modern approaches to
reflexive governance since democracy spiralled into technocratic approaches. Local gov-
ernment has not enabled a transparent and inclusive governance by allowing civil society
to express their needs and concerns. Despite civil society expressing their need for informa-
tion, and as stipulated by regulations, the local government did not engage in ecological
reflexivity by reflecting on their practices and changing their values in response to scrutiny
and development solutions. Nor did the government spearhead democratic deliberations
with stakeholders as a form of open communication to address diverse opinions. It was
furthermore suggested by one informant that the government might not be concerned
with facilitating deliberative democracy and engagement between industry and affected
communities to address industrial risks. It was noted by a local government official that it
was not necessarily the city department’s responsibility to engage with local concerns and
that there were local government structures in place to facilitate this engagement. However,
this was not taking place due to politics, resulting in poor reflexive governance. According
to a local government informant, namely, Informant E, there was a bias from government’s
political representatives regarding engagement with communities:

‘It is not happening [local government bringing industry and communities to-
gether]... As local government, we have governance structures in place. We have
our political reps, our ward councillors, who are the voice of the people and
they should be doing that. They should be opening the channels of communica-
tion. They should be encouraging this. That is why SAPREF and the industries
have included councillors in their forums so that they bring the voice of the peo-
ple. That is tricky, councillors are supposed to have their community meetings.
However, councillors will push the line of the people that support him or her
because of politics. So, they will hear the voices of the people that support them,
and the others may be seen as troublemakers or not so important.’ [Informant E,
21 June 019].

Thus, the local government municipality has not engaged in effective participation
and deliberation with civil society but has relied on local councillors to bring the concerns
of the people to the municipal council. However, councillors may be inaccessible to people.
Generally, Durban councillors have been accused of not communicating effectively with
their constituents [73].

Councils may also be prone to corruption. For example, four eThekwini Municipality
councilors were arrested in 2019 on charges of fraud and corruption [74]. The above
government informant also acknowledges that local councillors may have vested interests.
This indicates that the government recognises flaws in its strategy of communication and
deliberation with civil society but has not been reflexive in rethinking practices and how
to better engage with citizens in order to transform values and practices. A more open,
transparent and inclusive governance is required to enable value reflexive governance to
enable action and find specific solutions to problems.

Local government has not engaged with civil society to develop the instruments and
procedures that would allow for a broader input into development processes, and to create
feedback on development decisions made. Informant A emphasised the harsh approach by
local government in not setting up consultative forums and, therefore, not applying the
regulations of the country that enable consultations with civil society:
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‘Government can create spaces for people to come on board such as a forum, but it
is not happening. Government is quite happy that it is not happening since they
have less pressure on them. You have got the Constitution and all the regulations
that say communities must be involved but they have not translated that into
a modus-operandi to have a consultative forum . . . if you collecting air quality
information where is the report and for the information to go public . . . Like the
number of complaints, we have had for Mondi and SAPREF for the last year—
what was the cause of that? How was it dealt with? Is it improving? The trends?
So, you could be addressing social reporting’ [Informant A, 19 June 2019].

Unfortunately, Informant D was less optimistic that the government would ensure
proper consultation with civil society, due to the macro-economic development policies
in the country, which drive business profits to the fore, at the expense of people and the
environment. As the informant noted:

‘So, this sort of information about knowledge transfer and making sure people
are aware, we have to make sure it works. I think in a way I say that, but I know
deep down it is not going to happen . . . because it is such a divided society . . .
Those that are empowered believe that they are doing good for society with this
trickle down effort and you will eventually benefit from this so let us go on and
do it. I personally don’t believe in that. It is breaking that barrier which is going
to be a challenge. In a sense government is supposed to be the referee in this.
They are supposed to say right, we are representing both stakeholders—we see
the value in economic development, but we also see the impact on communities
on civil society... But you don’t see that happening because government then gets
taken in because these things [industrial development] represent an increase tax
base. So, the vested interest start[s] to shift . . . ’ [Informant D, 20 June 2019].

Some informants noted that this lack of transparency and participation from govern-
ment was due to the close relationship between government and the industry for economic
expansion and the industry making decisions for the government, especially with the latter
not having the proper technical skills, as highlighted above. According to Informant C,
the government has repeatedly made excuses for not releasing information because they
work closely with industry, who control how government makes decisions:

‘They [government] say under the pretext that it [information] is confidential.
How can information that affects your health be confidential? They supposed
to be revealing the information. During the apartheid era we did not get the
information so why is it now during a democratic government they do not
give you the information? What is critical is that there is a lack of political will.
Previously, the national government and provincial and local government [after
the transition to democracy] made sure that you got hold of the permits, the
scheduled permits, you got the information. The air emission licenses are the
most progressive permits that are ever done coming out of Norway. In Norway
and Denmark, you can go to the government and they give you [the information]
straight away about the facility. Here you can’t get it and they won’t allow it
because the industry controls the government . . . the folks that are working there
[in local government] are too scare[d] to do their job for fear that the industry has
got power and a lot of these politicians have got shares in these big companies
. . . that is the major problem’ [Informant C, 3 July 2019].

It would seem, then, that during the transition to democracy, there was a new de-
position for the government to enable a reflexive form of governance; however, this has
deteriorated over the last decade due to a lack of political will and loss of technical skills.
Informant F, who is the Air Quality/GIS & Youth Development Officer at the SDCEA,
also noted the lack of government transparency, as well as the close relationship between
the government and industry, which influenced the lack of proper governance:
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‘ . . . the very same authorities, they are not giving us information. From 2010 to
date, information that you used to get over the counter with no questions asked,
even if now you can be a student, you want data, air quality monitoring data;
they are going to ask you 101 questions. But before, they used to just give you
data. So, I think there is a lot of secrecy . . . You know the other biggest problem
that we have seen is that, unfortunately authorities . . . [are] paving their greener
pastures to go to industries. That is the unfortunate part. They always want to
look good on the side of industries. They don’t want to be too harsh and too hard
on industries.’ [Informant F, 10 July 2017].

Due to the supposedly close relationship between government and industry, and lack
of engagement from government towards civil society, some informants noted that major
industries, such as the refineries, took advantage of this association and did not genuinely
engage in participation with local civil society, since decisions on industrial development
were already made (with government).

For example, the Engen Refinery Integrated Report, 2018 [76], noted that the industry
strove to strengthen industry and government relationships by engaging on issues of
mutual interest. Such engagements were noted to take place at Engen’s senior leadership
level, represented by the Chief Executive Officer. The industry was also part of the SAPIA
‘to articulate and lobby the government to support the industry’s positions’. Unfortunately,
these engagements were separate from community engagement. In addition, the govern-
ment did not enable a collective platform to bring all stakeholders together. A review of the
SAPIA (2018) Annual Report contained a foreword by the government Minister of Energy,
noting that national government had set a target to attract USD 100 billion of investment
into the South African economy, and that the energy sector could contribute to a quarter of
this target, as a minimum.

Reflexive governance engagement with civil society seems to be constrained by politi-
cal power dynamics and macro-economic growth. This may imply that the government
(and industry) are not sincerely concerned about deliberative democracy and collective
governance with civil society and development processes. An academic human geographer
from the University of KwaZulu-Natal, Informant G, researched social development in
the area, and refers to the bureaucratic and tokenistic participation from the government
(and industries) in the area as follows:

‘The big issue [in South Durban] is lack of public participation. When participa-
tion took place it was top down and tokenism and almost telling you this is how
it is going to be, rather than asking you what do you want? So, what is known as
one of the most toxic zones in the world, the Merebank, Wentworth Zone will
become more toxic . . . ’ [Informant F, 1 July 2019].

7. Discussion and Conclusions

This paper presented two main themes that emerged from grounded theory and
coding of primary data. The first theme is the lack of governance skills and transparency
and showed that poor governance, since 2010 and after the dismantling of the MPP,
resulted in the local government not maintaining air-monitoring equipment to collect
air-quality data to address potential industrial risks in South Durban. This has implications
for the government not sharing air-quality information with civil society in order to make
informed decisions about industrial development issues. This was a divergent approach
from the previous MMP, launched after the dawn of democracy, which ran from 2000 to
2010, and resulted in improved air-quality monitoring and a reflexive government multi-
stakeholder approach, with the government, community and industry working jointly.
Since 2010, the lack of proper reflexive governance to maintain air-monitoring equipment
has resulted in a lack of transparency and communication with civil society surrounding
how the government collected the data. Although the government recognised shortcomings
in its ability to maintain and monitor air quality, it failed to adopt principles of ecological
reflexivity to rethink activities surrounding monitoring, enforcement and compliance,
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which potentially led to the continual pollution of the South Durban community, indicating
a non-reflexive local governance institution. However, unreflective governance was also
due to the lack of technical skills within the local government to effectively deal with
industry and enforce regulations.

The second theme presented in the results surrounded the lack of participatory gover-
nance and deliberation. This showed that the government did not engage with reflexive
governance principles by engaging transparently and directly with a variety of social
actors to gather recursive feedback to understand social change. There were ‘tokenistic’
participatory approaches from the local government towards civil society, with the gov-
ernment retaining the right to judge the legitimacy of the recommendations put forward
by civil society rather than engaging with them on an equal footing. Thus, poor reflective
governance and a lack of government transparency on environmental risk information
influenced how civil society was able to engage with local constituencies, government
and industry to inform decisions. Modern approaches to reflexive governance since the
establishment of democracy have spiraled into technocratic approaches. Local government
did not view it as their responsibility to engage with local concerns, but the duty of inef-
ficient local government structures to facilitate this engagement. Although government
recognised flaws in its strategy of communication and deliberation with civil society, it was
not reflexive in rethinking practices and how it better engaged with citizens. Some infor-
mants noted that a lack of transparency and participation from government was due to the
close relationship between government and industry for economic expansions and due to
industry dominating development decisions. Major industries took advantage of the close
relationship with government and did not genuinely engage in participation with local
civil society since industrial development decisions were already made with government.
Thus, reflexive governance to engage with civil society was found to be constrained by
political power dynamics and macro-economic growth.

Overall, this paper has shown that there are a number of constraints involved in
enabling reflexive governance, particularly in terms of development and middle-upper-
income countries such as South Africa. The country’s democratic transition has enabled the
supportive governance policy frameworks and the overall guiding principle of reflexive
governance values. The newly elected government has instituted a democratic constitution
and developed various regulations to strengthen democracy and accountability, for ex-
ample by ensuring the participation of civil society in many political issues. Despite this
positive development, there has been a very restricted implementation of value reflexive
policies, not least at the local government level. The analysis found three crucial reasons
for this: lack of sufficient skills at the local governmental level, the local government’s re-
liance on technical experts from the industry, and the lack of platforms where government,
industry and civil society can collectively deliberate on industrial risk issues.

Reflexive governance application in the South Durban political contexts had implica-
tions for its workings and efficiency. Civil society expressed uncertain relations with local
government and questioned the democratic legitimacy of its value reflexive governance
approaches. Poor reflexive governance was due to a lack of local government skills in
maintaining air-monitoring equipment, and not addressing any potential industrial risks
in South Durban. This, in turn, had implications for the government sharing air-quality
information with civil society to make informed decisions about industrial development
issues, with implications on participation and transparency. Although the government
recognised shortcomings in its ability to maintain and monitor air quality, it failed to
engage in ecological reflexivity and rethink activities surrounding monitoring, enforcement
and compliance, indicating a non-reflexive local governance approach.

The government, as an enforcer of the law, relied on industry technical expertise,
and thus spiralled into biased and technocratic approaches removed from the public.
Some of the previously trained government officials left the government sector to work in
industry or moved to other sectors. This created a technical void within the government to
effectively deal with industry and enforce regulations. The eThekwini government skills
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have rapidly deteriorated since 2010, after the conclusion of the MPP, and thus weakened
reflexive governance. These shortcomings have seriously hindered the way the government
operates and engages with both civil society and industry and, hence, the implementation
of reflective governance, the development of value reflective governance principles for
engagement with civil society and industry, and the spearheading of ecological reflexivity
to improve its operations and practices. These have had implications for upholding value
reflexive governance principles outlined in the South African Constitution, including other
environmental and governance policies and regulations.

The further failure of a value-reflexive governance and ecological reflexivity approach
was that the local government did not engage with reflexive governance principles by
creating platforms where the civil society, government and industry could openly com-
municate and make joint decisions, nor was the government concerned with gathering
recursive feedback to understand social change. Therefore, this governance approach was
divergent from the stated eThekwini Municipality city governance principles. This lack
of engagement compromise civil society’s ability to meaningfully engage with local con-
stituencies, government and industry to inform decisions. The municipality also relied
on local councils to bring the concerns of the people to the municipal council. However,
councillors were inaccessible to people or prone to corruption. A more open, transparent
and inclusive governance approach is required to enable a value-reflexive governance
approach to enable action and find specific solutions to problems. This will require the
government to enable the appropriate deliberative platforms to jointly engage with civil
society and industry to obtain a consensus surrounding the relevant instruments and
procedures, which would allow for a broader input into development processes, and feed-
back on the development decisions made. At the present moment, this is absent and
has enabled tokenistic participatory and communicative approaches towards civil society
when presented.

The emerging democratic structure of South Africa creates opportunities to better
handle industrial environmental risks. As shown in this paper, a reflexive governance
approach has the potential to address these risks in a democratically sound and environ-
mental relevant way. A prerequisite, however, is that the government gives priority and
allocates resources to this approach. As this case study indicated, certain conditions need
to be met. First of all, it requires that the government does not prioritise neoliberal profit
driven by industrial motives at the expense of social and environmental concerns. Due to
a governmental, neoliberal development paradigm, old modes of governance are still
present and exercised within the framework of reflexive governance policy and principles.
Secondly, this requires that the local government develop a sufficient technical capacity
so that it may also be able to make informed development decisions, without relying on
industrial expertise. Thirdly, it requires that the local government, as enforcer of the law,
maintains a neutral approach by not being one-sidedly influenced by industrial interests,
and by providing a platform for civil society to inform decisions. This will require that
those employed within local government have the required skills and expertise and are
able to make independent decisions surrounding industrial development.

Combining the value-reflexive governance and ecological reflexivity will foster the
formulation of values and the development of the instruments and procedures that can
better incorporate diverse opinions into development decisions. Thus, the local government
must engage in ecological reflexivity by rethinking its practices and transforming how it
currently enables reflexive governance. Such an approach will enable a stronger reflexive
governance approach. However, the challenge is not only to build relevant local governance
structures, but also to develop new interfaces between the government and society, and find
a balance of power between stakeholders. Generally, this case from South Africa has
highlighted that reflexive governance practitioners need to be cognisant of its applicability
across diverse geographic settings and beyond western notions of reflexive governance.
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Abstract: Social innovations and social enterprise have been seen as innovative measures to achieve
sustainable development. Drawing on an evaluation of a development project on creating social
enterprises in Sweden, this article analyzes social innovations as a policy area. The policy area
is often described as loaded with ideological contradictions. The aim of the article is to explore
underlying premises and discourses in policy implementation aimed at creating social innovations in
a comparison between two ideal types on social sustainability—(1) an individual activation strategy
(responsibilization of the individual) and (2) a societal equilibrium strategy (balancing social values).
The research question is inspired by Carol Bacchi’s policy theory and asks what is the problem
represented to be? The analysis is carried out at the micro-level as a context-sensitive approach to
explore articulations made among actors creating the policy and entrepreneurs participating in a
locally organized project. The article contribute with a better understanding of how societal problems
and their solutions are discursively determined, with implications for policy makers and project
managers active in this policy area. The analysis and findings indicate a significant policy shift during
the implementation process. Initially, the policy idea consisted of well-considered ambitions to create
a long-term sustainable development. During the implementation of the project, the problem’s
representation changes gradually in the direction towards individual activation. This transition
is driven by pragmatic difficulties of defining the policy area, problems of separating means from
ends, and the need to make decisions based on a limited range of information. We conclude by
emphasizing the need for reflection on how the social dimension is defined when implementing
social innovation strategies. Furthermore, there is a lack of studies of how this policy area can be
linked to policies for social sustainability.

Keywords: social innovation; social enterprise; policy analysis; problem representation; individual
activation; social sustainability

1. Introduction

During the last two decades, there have been monumental hopes for social innova-
tion to achieve sustainable development. In 2009, President Obama launched the Social
Innovation Fund to support initiatives in doing business differently by promoting com-
munity leadership and investments in innovative community solutions. In Japan, social
innovation has been a part of the rebuilding efforts following the 2011 nuclear disaster,
which left massive destruction on its assets such as the physical and sociopolitical environ-
ment. In the United Kingdom, the Office of Civil Society is designed to enrich lives, drive
growth, and promote Britain to the world by working in partnerships with civil society,
private businesses, and the state. Recently, social innovation has also been included in
the EU 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable, and inclusive growth. Public policy efforts in
enhancing social innovations and social enterprises have thus been seen as complementary
measures to help solve many of the contemporary problems in a situation where pub-
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lic budgets are under pressure, and public policies are suffering from sectorization and
fragmentation [1–8].

Drawing on an evaluation of a regional development project on creating new social
enterprises in Sweden, this article analyzes social innovations and social enterprises as an
emerging policy area. Policies in this field are often described as both dynamic and com-
plex [9–12]. Firstly, scholars and practitioners in the policy field disagree on definitions [13].
Secondly, and despite the conceptual unanimity, social innovations and social enterprises
are policy concepts associated with essential hybridity. They exist in a territory in between
the for-profit and nonprofit sectors, and they often combine the logics of the spheres of the
state, the market (for-profit), and the civil society (including the community and organiza-
tions in the third, non-profit sector) [14,15]. This hybridity seems to create ambivalence
among policymakers and participating organizations. For example, the introduction of
projects enhancing social enterprises is often met with skepticism among stakeholders in
the business sector. On the other hand, actors in civil society are constantly playing the
role of the energetic proponent. Still, they often experience disappointment in the slow
progress of change or, in the worst case, lost opportunities to reach long-term effects. In
the middle stands state authorities and municipal actors that try to mediate between, on
one side, demands on a market-oriented and commercial approach and, on the other side,
claims for acting following social and human values. In other words, the policy area is
loaded with ideological conflicts and contradictory ambitions [16–20].

In this article, we will focus on especially one kind of contradiction embedded in the
policy field, namely between two opposing perspectives on social sustainability—on one
side, an individual activation strategy, and, on the other side, a societal equilibrium strategy.
The two strategies will be compared by an ideal-typical comparative analysis that expli-
cates different ways of articulating the policy problem. Firstly, in the activation strategy,
social sustainability contains policies that aim at implanting in individuals’ the interest to
promote their employability, life-long learning, and attaining the “right” attitudes, e.g., flex-
ibility, career aspirations, entrepreneurial mindsets [21]. Secondly, the societal equilibrium
strategy is based on policies that aim to create an equilibrium between often contradictory
social values, e.g., justice, human development, and security. Strong social sustainability
correlates with a high degree of equilibrium between these contradictory values [22]. In
Section 3, we will give a more extensive description of the theories and methods of the
comparative analysis.

Our inquiry is guided by the following research question: What is the problem
represented to be in policies enhancing social innovations and social enterprises and what
is silenced in this representation? To address our research question, we will analyze three
sub-questions:

− In what ways are the societal reality characterized in the representation?
− What normative assumptions underpin the representation?
− How has the representation of the problem been transformed by policy proposals?

Against this, the overall purpose of the article is to explore central issues in policies
aimed at creating social innovations and social enterprises in a comparison between two
ideal types representing different approaches to the policy problem. In that way, the
comparative analysis will include considerations on issues of power relations among
participating actors and producing legitimacy towards beneficiaries, e.g., presumptive
entrepreneurs, non-profit organizations, trade unions, and organizations representing
economic and social interests.

The comparative analysis will be carried out at the micro-level as we are interested
in how local actors “live” the policy area. Our context-sensitive approach enables us
to identify and explore articulations made among actors creating the policy and social
entrepreneurs participating in locally organized development projects. Moreover, our
research question focuses on the underlying premises, assumptions, and discourses in
policy implementation [23]. We employ a research design that involves multiple sources
of data, such as documents preparing the policy, interviews with project managers and
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social entrepreneurs, as well as participatory observations. By analyzing how the involved
actors problematize and motivate the need for creating social innovations and supporting
social enterprises, we can collect rich ‘bottom-up’ articulations subject to ideal-typical
comparative analysis.

Our findings suggest that the original intentions articulated at the regional level
and expressed in the project application become something partly different as processes
and activities become implemented at lower levels in the implementation chain. Our
multi-level analysis of the process shows how idealistic ambitions aimed at creating a
long-term sustainable development of society are filtered through pragmatic difficulties of
defining values and objectives, separating means from ends, and making decisions based
on a limited range of information and analysis. Moreover, our findings illustrate how
locally organized social enterprising efforts, championed by entrepreneurs in the project,
struggle with managing contradictory values, fragmented organizational structures, and
scarce resources. In this respect, our findings contribute to literature and research on social
sustainability by providing theoretical and empirical insights of issues and challenges
involved when creating and implementing social innovations as a specific policy area in a
regional setting

The article is organized in the following way. In Section 2 follows a background
describing some essential characteristics of the policy area on social innovations and social
enterprises. In the following Section 3, we will present the theoretical and methodolog-
ical framework. In Section 4, the findings are presented, and the research questions are
answered. In Section 5, we finally conclude with a discussion of the main findings.

2. Social Innovation and Social Enterprise—Concepts and Policy Area

The concepts of social innovation and social enterprises are contested in research as
well as in political life [24–27]. Social innovation is often defined as new ideas, products,
services, and methods that meet social challenges. These can be climate issues, integration,
unemployment, an aging population, and social exclusion [27], or a more developed
definition such as:

a novel solution to a social problem that is more effective, efficient, sustainable,
or just than existing solutions and for which the value created accrues primarily
to society as a whole rather than private individuals. A social innovation can be
a product, production process, or technology (much like innovation in general),
but it can also be a principle, an idea, a piece of legislation, a social movement,
an intervention, or some combination of them (p. 36, [28]).

In this definition, it is explicitly underlined that social innovations accrue primarily to
societal issues rather than on individuals and with primacy given to social over economic
value creation. Additionally, the understanding of social enterprise remains debated
amongst scholars as well as in practice [14,29,30]. It is widely diffused that social enterprise
encompass organizing efforts with a central mission to have a transforming impact or to
create positive social change [31]. However, definitions continue to range from broader to
more narrow approaches. Broadly defined, social enterprise refers to innovative activity
with a social objective in either the for-profit sector, the non-profit sector, or both. Narrowly,
it refers to simply applying market-based skills and commercial activities in the non-profit
sector to create social value and addressing social or environmental needs.

The main conceptual problem associated with social innovation and social enterprise
as a policy area is finding a basis for determining what is social and what is not. The social
denotes very different things; social motivations or intentions, the social as based on
ideals in a community, and processes in society that create social value. The social is also
commonly equated with the societal problems or challenges it tries to solve [32,33].

Another kind of conceptual orientation asserts that social enterprise has its specificity
in that it simultaneously stresses both the process and results in enterprising efforts [14].
Traditional for-profit enterprise is mainly fixated on the result, but social enterprise en-
compasses values such as participation, solidarity, trust, and learning as important as
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the results. Hence, the intrinsic value of the processes, not only its output or results, is
often emphasized in social enterprise development aimed at social innovations [31,34]. An
important point of departure in this article is to examine how social innovations and social
enterprising efforts differ from more traditional forms of for-profit-based innovation and
entrepreneurship. How do the actors motivate the social in their venturing efforts, and
what problems do they intend to solve?

During the last two decades, the concepts of social innovation and social enterprise
have gained significant recognition as a new policy area within the broader spectrum of
industrial development policies in most countries worldwide. Some scholars conclude
that this policy area represents a new paradigm that transcends the traditional boundaries
between state, market, and civil society [35,36]. The paradigm has its roots in at least
two kinds of movements. Firstly, it is connected to the cooperative movement and ideas
referred to as the social economy [37]. In this context, the term social enterprises were
created and defined as enterprises built on three dimensions [38]:

1. Economic dimensions (market orientation, risk taking);
2. Social dimensions (utilization of resources to communities and for welfare provision);
3. Participative dimensions (involvement of users, room for deliberation, transparency).

In this policy context, it is also worth highlighting the EU Social Business Initiative
presented in 2011 by the European Commission. The initiative established an EU-level ac-
tion plan with concrete measures to develop a favorable environment for social enterprises.
This initiative is yet another expression of a policy area that is at an emerging stage. In a
research report, Defourny & Nyssens note that initiatives in this policy field are on the rise,
and they conclude:

The debate is now on both the public and the private agenda. Indeed, both
the public sector and the private sector, each in its own way, are discovering or
rediscovering new opportunities to promote, simultaneously, entrepreneurial
spirit and the pursuit of the public good (p. 32) [39]. (See also [40])

Secondly, it is connected to an international movement consisting of influential NGOs,
foundations, networks, etc., promoting ideas to integrate social innovations in various
efforts to enhance social values in economic and societal development. Among the most
influential foundations is the Ashoka Foundation, the Schwab Foundation and the Skoll
Foundation, which have made large investments in social innovation, often labeled as
‘venture philanthropy’ [41,42].

These ideas have diffused globally, and in many countries, governments have institu-
tionalized social innovation and social enterprise as a specific policy area. In the Nordic
countries, the introduction of policies promoting social innovations is still regarded as
embryonic. In a research report presented for the Nordic Council of Ministers, four kinds
of shared characteristics are identified in public policies promoting social innovation and
social enterprises in the Nordic Countries [43]:

1. The welfare states are an innovative and active partner to develop this policy area.
2. A basic policy idea is that social enterprises are built on co-operation between the

public, private, and civil society.
3. The policy area includes much more than activities tied to work integration
4. The policy area function as arenas for citizens’ participation, learning and provision

of welfare services.

If we look at Sweden, policies enhancing social innovations and social enterprises
do not have any specific legal framework or comprehensive documentation (strategies,
organizational structures, resources) that illustrate the scope, orientation, and development
of social innovations and social enterprises. Policies enhancing this area extend across
several policy sectors concerning, e.g., regional growth, industry and trade, labour market,
academic research, politics for civil society (see [44,45]). In 2017, the Swedish government
launched a strategy on social enterprises—A sustainable society through social enterprise and
social innovation [46]. This strategy has one overall goal and five specific areas that will be
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cornerstones in the future development of social enterprises in Sweden. The overall goal is
to strengthen the development of social enterprises to better take part in solving challenges
in society and contribute to efforts in the public sector to recognizes and make use of social
enterprises as valuable actors in a sustainable society. In the strategy, the government
identifies five kinds of specific policy measures that aim to coordinate and strengthen a
wide range of components that enhance the development of social innovations to:

1. create needs and demands in the public sector to support social innovations,
2. improve the support structure for business counselling,
3. increase knowledge and ability for private and public investments,
4. develop methods for the evaluation of impacts of social innovations,
5. support hubs or network arenas for dissemination of knowledge and research.

As part of the implementation of this strategy, an assignment is given to the Swedish
Agency for Economic and Regional Growth to support local and regional initiatives in
creating arenas enhancing social innovation and social enterprises [46].

In this article, we will use empirical data from one such project initiative in Southern
Sweden to establish an arena for social innovations among local and regional actors.
This arena is intended to contribute to greater collaboration, increased employment, more
sustainable companies, and solutions to complex societal challenges. Through a number of
business loops with presumptive entrepreneurs, the project intends to gather experiences
and learning activities to establish a regionally based arena for future development of
social innovations.

3. Methodological Framework

The methodological framework intends to problematize how actors are participating
in a locally organized project express ambitions, problems, and courses of action for devel-
oping social innovations. The intention is to interpret the discourses and arguments that
dominate in the implementation of these efforts. To accomplish this, we will use Carol Bac-
chi’s policy theory called What’s the Problem Represented to be (WPR-analysis) [23,47,48].
The theory helps to ask critical questions and to challenge axiomatically expressed assump-
tions in various policies.

Essential to the analysis is to regard societal problems and their solutions as discur-
sively determined with meaning, concepts, and institutionally shaped conditions. In the
discourses formed in a policy area, e.g., to develop social innovations, specific forms of
conceptual frameworks and institutionally determined understandings shape our practices
and working methods in the implementation structure [23]. Thus, the WPR-analysis is
a methodological tool to critically ask questions on how public policies are created and
implemented. The starting point is that when someone puts forward or suggests something
about conditions that are considered to be a societal problem, it is also stated what needs
to be solved in a particular activity [47].

The methodological framework combines the WPR-analysis with theories based on
analysis of ideas and consists of a sequence in three steps. First, we present the empirical
setting and data collection. Second, we introduce the methods based on two ideal types of
social sustainability. The ideal types frame the analysis how to map or extract expressions
and policy representations in the empirical material. Third, we summarize the approach
with questions related to the WPR-analysis.

3.1. Step 1: Empirical Setting and Data Collection

This article will analyze what is represented as a problem when social innovations
and social enterprises are created and implemented as a specific policy area in a regional
setting. The policy area is manifested through a regional development project co-funded
by the European Regional Development Fund and the County Council to support new
social enterprises in the southern part of Sweden. The managing authority tasked to
select projects into the funding programme and monitoring implementation is the Swedish
Agency for Economic and Regional Growth.
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The core of the project is to offer coordinated, time-compressed training programs
to smaller cohorts of participants who seek to develop social ventures. The program is
designed to accelerate the venture development process within a given timeframe by means
of enterprise-oriented training, coaching, networking events, and seminars. The typical
participants are nascent entrepreneurs, and during the program, they meet 1–2 days per
week over ten weeks.

We have used various data sources to account for the many parties involved in
characterizing the representation of the policy area. In addition, as the creation and
implementation of policy is a process that unfolds over time, we have also collected
both retrospectives as well as real-time accounts by relevant parties experiencing the
phenomenon of theoretical interest. The data collected enables us to analyze how the
involved actors articulate the problems to be solved, what kind of assumptions underpin
the representations of the problem, how these representations of the problem come about,
and any aspects left unproblematic or silenced.

Our empirical analysis rests on four primary sources of data. First, we have collected
documents that provide information about policy intentions. Second, we have followed
the planning and implementation of the project from its inception, including continuous
changes made in the structure and content of the training program, including being present
during different occasions in the training program such as kick-offs, training seminars,
guest lectures, and networking events. Third, we have conducted focus group interviews
with the project team responsible for carrying out the training programs. Fourth, we
have conducted interviews with the social entrepreneurs that have followed the training
program. A breakdown of the data used in this study is displayed in Table 1.

Table 1. Data breakdown.

Data Type Details

Documents Notes from policy conference, project application, and
progress reports.

Participatory observation
Field notes taken to document events, interactions, and
artifacts observed in the social setting of the training
program.

Interviews with project managers

Two group interviews have been conducted with the
project managers during the project period. The project
management consist of the CEO of the organization that
‘owns’ the project, the project manager, a business coach,
and the project controller.

Interviews with target group

Interviews has been conducted with 24 social
entrepreneurs that followed the training program. The
interviews were semi-structured and conducted three
months after completion.

3.2. Step 2: Analyis of Policy Representations and Two Ideal Types of Social Sustainability

Analytically, we intend to map expressions in the empirical material that contrasts
two ideal types to achieve social sustainability: an individual activation strategy versus
a societal equilibrium strategy. The ideal-typical analysis represents a way of doing so-
cial science research in a heuristic way, i.e., a process of making abstractions of reality
in its purest imaginable form by capturing the essential characteristics of an empirical
phenomenon. However, by definition, the ideal type is a reduction of reality that aims
to serve as a yardstick or a framework to facilitate comparisons in a constantly changing
societal environment [49,50]. When used as a method of comparison, an ideal type enables
us to discover the contrasts between ideals and reality. This article will apply two kinds
of ideal types that both contain contrasting strategies to contribute to policies for a social
sustainable welfare system.
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The ideal types in this analysis are based on diverting assumptions or ideas. Accord-
ing to the political scientist Lindberg [51], ideas in public policies or political ideologies
consists of three kinds of representations. In this context, Lindberg has developed a con-
ceptualization, which he describes as a VDP triad; (V) as values or value-judgements; (D)
as descriptions or judgements of reality; and (P) Prescriptions or practical proposals for
action [51]. Lindberg assert that such VDP-triads

form not only the argumentative, action-guiding and action-directing backbone—
the inner structure—of the common ideal-type political ideologies (such as liberal-
ism, conservatism, feminism etc.), but also the manifest or latent inner structure of
deliberative political debate, public policy respectively opinion-forming political
propaganda (p. 20, [51]).

As with the concept of social innovation, the concept of social sustainability is con-
tested. It is common in the research on social sustainability to problematize the lack of a
coherent definition and that the concept has been subordinated to sustainability linked to
both ecological and economic development. By utilizing ideal types as a methodological
tool we are able to problematize policy representations made by the involved actors in
our case.

In the first ideal type—social sustainability as an individual activation strategy—the
dominant descriptions concern ideological changes in western societies associated with
neo-liberalism and changes in the institutional settings of the welfare state [21], mainly as a
change from an emphasis on universal and collective orientations to more individualized
and incentive-driven systems. The normative content is based on a bottom-up view where
individuals can utilize freedom of choice and a high degree of ’responsibilization’. Public
policies should promote models of contractual partnerships between, on the one side, the
state and public institutions and, on the other, private actors and organizations in civil
society. This means, among other things, policies creating incentive structures, education
for lifelong learning, career planning, entrepreneurship, and so on. The policies are directed
towards developing strategies for coaching and coping among individuals in the welfare
sector [21,52].

In the second ideal type—social sustainability as a societal equilibrium strategy—the
leading problematization concerns how the welfare systems are challenged by societal
processes such as globalization, digitalization, migration, and urbanization. In general,
social development is considered ’wicked’ or complex, i.e., that each problem is unique,
with no definitive formula, no final solution (rather, processes of trial-and-error), connec-
tivity among several issues, and often based in a local context. The normative principle
that guides the strategy is the ability to create an equilibrium between different social
values. In one version, [22] used in this article, social sustainability is regarded as an
act of balancing three kinds of societal values: justice (distribution of resources as well
as inclusion/participation), human development (education, health, quality of life), and
security, e.g., crime prevention as well as promotion of social conditions—“proventive
security” [22,53,54].

The ideal types displayed in Table 2 will be used as an analytical framework to
characterize how involved actors articulate problems in the development process. Firstly,
how do the actors express the societal reality that characterizes the project work: Is the
interest primarily directed towards overall societal processes, or are there aspects linked
to increasing elements of individualization? Second, what normative justifications are
expressed by the actors (i.e., on the importance of individual responsibility or norms
attached to complex perspectives that weigh in different values)? Thirdly, which policy
proposals are advocated by the actors, demands for social policy for coping/coaching
among the disadvantaged, or needs for structurally oriented reform processes?
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Table 2. Ideal types in efforts to achieve social sustainability.

Social Sustainability as . . .

VDP-Triad * . . . Individual Activation . . . Societal Equilibrium

Descriptions or
judgments of reality

Descriptions on how changes
in the welfare system have
occurred from universal and
de-commodified social
services to more neoliberal
elements of individual choice.

Descriptions on how of overall
societal processes—globalization,
digitalization, migration,
urbanization—affects social life.

Value judgments

Social sustainability should be
based on individual rights,
responsibility, and freedom of
choice.

Social sustainability should be
based on an integrated approach;
an equilibrium among several
social values (security, justice,
human development).

Prescriptions or practical
proposals

Policies for lifelong learning
career management, incentive
structures, coaching and
coping strategies towards
individuals.

Policies for structural changes in
society concerning participative
democracy, liberal arts education,
reforms in the health care system,
creating ”proventive security”.

* In this study, we will switch the (V) with the (D) in the sequence and start the analysis with the descriptions,
followed by the value judgments, and finally, the prescriptions.

3.3. Step 3: Conclusion—What Is the Problem Represented to Be

Finally, we will conclude the analysis by answering the main question in Bacchi’s
WPR-analysis. As noted above the task is—in the words of Carol Bacchi—in a ‘WPR’
analysis is to read

policies with an eye to discerning how the ‘problem’ is represented within them
and to subject this problem representation to critical scrutiny (p. 21, [55]).

In the critical scrutiny in this study, we will present the main findings and answer the
research question on what the problem is represented to be. In the concluding Section 5, we
will further problematize the implications of the empirical findings and in the discussion,
we will mainly deal with the following issues related to the policy representation in our
empirical case:

1. How is the problem represented in relation to the two ideal types: on individual
activation or societal equilibrium? Is it possible to discern changes in the problem
representation among different levels and actors in the implementation process?

2. What kind of character and assumptions prevail (concerning, for example, the policy
content, the nature of the policy processes, the design of strategies and working
methods)?

3. What are the silences that have been left unproblematic in the representation of the
implementation process? Can the problem be thought of differently?

Hence, in the concluding section we will problematize various implications on how
to introduce and implement policies supporting social innovations and social enterprises.
In the final part, we will present some thoughts on future research.

4. Analysis

In this section, we will analyze how the involved actors articulate issues in the policy
process at three levels. Firstly (Section 4.1), we make an analysis at the regional level based
on articulations found in policy documents (the national strategy and the regional devel-
opment strategy), conference documents (material presented at the kick-off conference),
and in the application of the development project. Secondly (4.2), we make an analysis
at the level of the project team based on articulations made in focus group interviews.
Finally (4.3), we analyze the level of the social entrepreneurs based on articulations in the
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semi-structured interviews. Together, the different levels of analysis provide theoretical
and empirical insights into the underlying premises, assumptions, and discourses at play
when the policy area is put into practice from creation to implementation.

4.1. The Regional Level—The Initial Formulation of the Policy Problem

The primary impetus behind creating a policy for social innovations and social enter-
prises in the region can be linked to a publicly funded economic association that provides
counselling information, training, and advice for starting cooperative enterprises and
supports social entrepreneurship. The organization is structured via independent units in
each region all over Sweden. The regional unit of the economic association operating in the
southern part of Sweden has, at least since 2010, made several attempts to articulate the
need for a comprehensive policy in business development concerning social innovations
and social entrepreneurship. Similar to the development for the Nordic countries in general,
these ambitions have been met by an interest in the region and some degree of resistance.

In the light of the fact that other counties have taken similar initiatives, the economic
association took another initiative in 2016 by inviting potentially interested actors and
stakeholders to a kick-off conference. Thus, this initiative was developed mainly by the
public actors at the regional level, but a considerable interest was also shown by both
for-profit and non-profit participants in the region. A broad range of organizations are
invited from all sectors in society. About 50 people signed up, and the conference was
attended by representatives from municipalities, state authorities, local action groups
(within the EU Leader Program), the Church of Sweden, trade unions, environmental
associations, sports clubs, business organizations, and small businesses. The conference
included lectures and an exchange of experiences. During the conference, representatives
from the economic association documented a rich canvas of needs and challenges for social
innovations to address several societal challenges in the region. The presentations at the
conference focused on issues such as climate change, work-integrating businesses, rural
development, and health care (the documentation, all written in Swedish, can be provided
by the corresponding author upon request).

The documentation from the conference forms the basis for continued work to initiate
a regional policy. The regional organization led the continued activities in cooperation
with the participation from mainly the university and the county council. The policy is
concretized in 2017 by initiating a project to build an arena for knowledge, method testing,
follow-up research, network building, and business development activities to develop
social innovations and social entrepreneurship. The project, which attracted funding from
the European Regional Development Fund, started at the beginning of 2018 and lasted until
December 2020 (the application, written in Swedish, can be provided by the corresponding
author). The intention was to help small businesses combine the logic of entrepreneurship
to enhance social values. Examples of activities are:

• creating social innovation labs,
• awareness-raising activities (workshops, teaching conferences, study visits),
• design strategies for commercial development,
• individual coaching of entrepreneurs in starting or consolidating social enterprises.

When analyzing the material produced as a basis for both the conference and the
project application, we can conclude that the description of societal development is ar-
ticulated in terms of dealing with complex social challenges. It concerns issues such as
the depopulation of rural areas, growing social exclusion, and climate change. However,
some formulations on problems at the individual level, for example, notes on how to create
possibilities for individual activation and responsibility. For example, this latter type of
problem characterizes a large part of work-integrating social enterprises. The idea is to
sell goods and services on the market with companies, often cooperatively organized.
The basic idea is that the employees should receive help and support to adapt to working
life. These may be people who have had difficulty getting work due to long-term sick leave
or due to the integration of refugee immigrants in the labor market. The overall conclusion
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is that the documentation mainly describes structurally fixated problems. Thus, social
innovations are initially motivated as developments in society and concern shortcomings
in the societal systems. The development of the new policy area is so far following the
strategy at the national level. The main focus is directed towards social sustainability as a
societal equilibrium strategy.

Descriptions of the societal development during this initial phase are linked to a
number of normative justifications of the policy problem. Several of the speakers at the
kick-off conference stressed integrating multi-dimensional perspectives and values to
accomplish societal changes. Particularly, this is the case in policies concerning rural
development. The capacity to achieve long-term sustainability for rural communities
should consider the importance of public services, conditions for private enterprises,
infrastructure investments, protection of cultural heritage, and quality of life. This joined
perspective also characterizes normative justifications in climate change adaptation that
underline processes of integration and coordination both within and across policy areas
and organizational levels in society.

Again, to be regarded as a minor part, there are normative values that focus on the
responsibility of each individual to reduce various forms of social exclusion. However, it
is worth adding that social exclusion is not only analyzed as an individual responsibility
but also as a part of shortcomings in the overall social system. Social exclusion is then
analyzed as failures in coordinating social investments, for example, housing refurbishment,
infrastructure, health initiatives, recreation, and cultural activities. The conclusion is that
social exclusion is not primarily due to passivated and benefit-dependent individuals but
to poorly developed social institutions.

Against this background, it can be noted that when the new policy is initiated, led by
the regional organization, it is explicit that it should primarily address societal changes.
However, some elements in the policy initiation emphasize social sustainability based
on the responsibilization of individuals, but these are subordinate. The dominant part
concerns the lack of institutional arrangements, resources, and support structures to sup-
port individuals and organizations that want to invest in social innovations. The policy
problem represents intentions to create an institutionalized arena to change and improve
conditions for positive social change. One essential part of the policy idea is to give public
attention to a bias in that business counseling systems often disregard social innovation
and social enterprises.

Consequently, a basic principle in the policy idea is to assert the particularities that
characterize positive social change in business policy. The particularity consists of the
fact that social innovations aim to achieve structural conditions concerning long-term
sustainability. Again, we can note that these conclusions, articulated in the conference
materials and the project application, are linked to the strategy at the national level—both
in creating an arena and strengthening efforts for active counselling supporting initiatives
in starting social enterprises.

If we summarize the analysis so far, we can conclude that the original policy represen-
tation is based on an idea to strengthen the institutional capacity in the region to support
sustainable forms of social innovations and social entrepreneurship. Although there are
activities in the development project that aim to assert a commercial focus and also the
need for individual activation, the policy problem is mainly represented to be an issue
anchored in a societal context.

4.2. The Level of the Project Team

When the development project started in January 2018, a project team was formed:
a Project manager, a Business Coach, and an Administrator. It is also worth noting that
the Project Owner (as a director for the economic association responsible for the project)
takes an active part in planning and implementing the project as a regular discussion
partner to the project team. During the focus group interviews with the project team
(including the project owner), a partially changed representation of the problem could be
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identified. The main focus is gradually displaced from a societal orientation to growing
attention on problems associated with the individual entrepreneur and the participants’
entrepreneurial mindset.

Thus, we can see tendencies towards a policy shift that become clear in two respects
and can also be described as policy dilemmas. Firstly is a dilemma linked to how the project
team selects participating entrepreneurs. When the project team describes the selection
process, the ambition is to find a segment of entrepreneurs who do not usually seek out the
existing support structure. This mainly applies to local business offices, regional actors,
incubators, and institutions for the supply of venture capital.

This means that the project primarily addresses a segment of entrepreneurs who have
a weak interest and scarce resources in creating new businesses. It should be said that this
is a well-considered and strategic choice in the project. Characteristically, this implies that
many of the selected entrepreneurs have difficulties accessing various forms of institutional
support. Although the project team is aware of the importance of maintaining a clear
societal orientation in the project, efforts are required to train the recruited participants
for individual responsibility and changed attitudes. The project team has to spend a lot of
time and resources on coaching individual participants to develop their social enterprising
efforts with a commercial and market-oriented mindset. The risk is that this will lead to
a policy shift; the policy problem is to a lesser extent directed towards sustainability in a
societal perspective and increasingly towards problems linked to each entrepreneur.

Secondly, we can identify a policy shift in a dilemma associated with the tools and
methods utilized in project-making business counseling activities. Often, these tools have
been developed to suit traditional business counselling and are not specially designed for
developing social businesses. For example, one of these tools or models—called the Busi-
ness Development Matrix—is sequentially based on business development, emphasizing
goal-oriented considerations of the individual entrepreneur and his/her relations to the
market, the customers, budgeting, and business acumen.

The project team has made conscious attempts to adapt the tools to managing social
enterprise and launched several modifications for this purpose. However, existing tools
for business development are foremost based on traditional entrepreneurship. They are
subsequently modified to contain at least some aspects to consider social or societal ele-
ments. However, it is not the other way around, i.e., that social enterprise forms the basis
and is then modified with elements of commercially and individually oriented activities.
The difficulties of adapting the available tools for business development with a social and
system-changing purpose have been a central challenge for the project team. In addition,
in this part, there is a risk that the tools contribute to a shift of the policy representation
from a societal focus to thinking characterized by the activation and responsibility of the
individual entrepreneur.

The members of the project team express an intention to work for an institutionalized
arena for the development of social innovations and social enterprise in the region. In this
part, the argument is mainly taken from the project application. The arguments emphasize
a need to create structure and visibility for this work in the future. Thus, the project
team has worked intensively to establish this arena, mainly to find a venue or place as a
unifying base for the activities. The project team claims the need for a common entrance
for actors with ideas about developing social innovations. As the work with the project
has started, it has become even more evident that this kind of counselling is dependent
on personal meetings in real life. Several of the members of the project team emphasize
the importance of the exchange of experience on-site in an everyday context. The need to
create an institutionalized arena is also motivated because it can be a collective resource for
disseminating information, conducting learning activities, and documenting experiences.
The argument for the arena is thus linked to the uniqueness that characterizes social
innovations compared to other kinds of business counselling.
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4.3. The Level of the Social Entrepreneurs

Finally, the views of the participating entrepreneurs have been analyzed. A total of
35 participants have received support through the initiatives implemented in the develop-
ment project. Therefore, we can categorize the participating entrepreneurs into two main
categories. The first, which dominates (about 80% of all), focuses exclusively on individuals
as a target group. The second category may also have individuals in focus but have a more
substantial element of a societal orientation in their entrepreneurship ideas compared to
the first category.

In the first category, where many of the business ideas are similar to each other, the
description of reality is fixed on the health and well-being of individuals. The policy
problem to be solved is developing attitudes and tools to change people’s life situations
through individual activation. The tools are intended to influence responsibility and in-
terest in changing their own lives, becoming more harmonious as human beings, dealing
with drug problems or gambling addictions, getting out of destructive relationships, etc.
The characteristic of this group of entrepreneurs is that they have difficulties describing
the significance of their business idea from a societal or social perspective. During the
interviews, one continuously returns to challenges in the individual context; therapeutic
methods, coping linked to stress management, mindfulness, individual rehabilitation,
cultural experiences, etc. The interviewed entrepreneurs have in-depth knowledge and
competence in their specialization, often highlighting their personal experiences of the
specific problems they want to work on within their enterprise. However, the participating
entrepreneurs often lack insights and skills in running a business and conducting it in a
business-like way. Commitment is strong on the issues, but the ability to write a business
plan, create long-term financing, and manage marketing is not as well developed. The ob-
servations made by the project team are that the entrepreneurs have difficulties in running
companies with financial viability also appears in our interviews.

In the second category of participants, where we can discern a societal or social
orientation, the description of reality is based on a given societal problem. These statements
are mainly linked to climate issues in our material, but individual entrepreneurs point to
shortcomings in the food supply, issues concerning developing countries, and depopulation
in rural areas. In this category, the need for social innovations is justified from a structural
perspective and ideas about long-term societal development. However, it should be noted
that these constitute a minority among participating entrepreneurs and that there is also
a connection among them to individual activation and responsibilization. In this group,
however, we can find a more developed and well-thought-out perspective on what is
meant by social change compared to how it is in the first category.

We can conclude that there is a minority who intends to develop their future business
with a dominant normative notion of being able to influence societal structures among
the participants. The dominant group of entrepreneurs is driven by perceptions that
primarily contribute to the development of the individual. The participants generally find
it difficult to see themselves as “social” entrepreneurs. Instead, they regard themselves as
committed human beings with ambitions to run a business. When a large proportion of the
participating entrepreneurs work to help individuals get out of their problems, a dilemma
immediately arises about running a profitable company at all.

This kind of problem is linked to the type of entrepreneurship that should be the target
group to stimulate social innovation and social enterprise. When selecting potential partici-
pants who has a predominance of entrepreneurship linked to individual activation, there is
a risk of losing the societal dimension. This can then be related to the selection problem
that was touched on above about the strategy of the project team to find entrepreneurs who
do not fit well into the established support and advisory system for business development
in the region.

Regarding the question of what the entrepreneurs want in terms of policy proposals
in the future, attention is drawn to the need to continue to receive support to develop their
companies. The interviewed entrepreneurs make several suggestions. Many articulate the
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importance of building networks and, together with other entrepreneurs, create a common
platform for cooperation on a reciprocal basis. The project experiences are generally valued
positively as they have entered into a collaboration and exchange of experience with
other entrepreneurs. Even if you work with different subject areas and varying forms
of enterprises, many problems are common. Many interviewees would like to see an
established arena for continued exchange and opportunities for continuous advice. There
is a call for support to apply for project funding, develop their marketing, get help with
contact-creating with other support organizations, etc. The interviewees highlight various
needs for support measures. Undoubtedly, the group of active entrepreneurs is interested
in developing an arena for social innovation in the region. The interviewed participants
emphasize that the arena has a task primarily to support the entrepreneurs in practical
parts, such as financing, marketing, and exchange of experience.

4.4. Concluding Analysis

In this section we have answered the three sub-questions that was raised in the
introduction, which is summarized in Table 3:

• In what ways are societal reality characterized in the policy representation?
• What normative assumptions underpin the representation?
• How has the representation of the problem been transformed to policy proposals?

Table 3. Main findings from analysis.

Level of Analysis/Material Descriptions of Reality Normative Justification Policy Guidelines

The regional level
- pre-evaluation report
- kick-off conference
- project application

Overall societal processes
such as urbanization, climate
change, integration,
unemployment.

A society that is able to utilize
social commitments in civil
society in developing public
policies for social change.

The need for an institutional
arena to create identity and to
visualize the specificity of
social innovations. A need to
weigh in between social
sustainability and social
investments.

The project team
- focus-group interviews

Identification of a segment of
individuals and organizations
in society that get no attention
in public policies for business
development.

To expand the opportunities
for social change through
ideas about entrepreneurship
and social innovations

The need for an institutional
arena to create networks to
enhance business counselling
especially among social
entrepreneurs

Social entrepreneurs
- semi-structured interviews

Focused on problems of social
exclusion among individuals.

Social change is dependent on
the degree of conscious and
responsible activities among
individuals. Individual
activation per se.

The need for an institutional
arena to support newly
started enterprises in practical
issues concerning economic
strategies

For all three questions, we can note critical differences between the three levels of
analysis. First, on descriptions of reality, different views are articulated between all three
levels. Articulations made at the regional level on overall societal processes are not exposed
among the articulations made by the project team or among the participating entrepreneurs.
The project team is mainly occupied by descriptions of which actors usually do not utilize
public business counseling policies. The project team identifies several aspects of society
that substantially restrain the options for potential entrepreneurs with social ambitions to
start businesses. The policy shift is due to the task given to the project team, namely, to
support the ability of individual entrepreneurs to create new social businesses.

Among the participating entrepreneurs, the perspective is, to a large extent, linked
to the difficulties individuals may encounter in society. As a result, the descriptions are
almost exclusively fixed to social problems among individuals. With some exceptions, the
interviewees are not expressing any views that problematize overall societal processes,
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such as the depopulation of rural areas or structural unemployment, to explain existing
social problems among individuals.

In the second category, we can find similarities between the regional and project
teams on normative justifications. The articulations circle around the need to utilize and
visualize ideas and commitments to develop social innovations in society. Social involve-
ment in society should be linked to policy ambitions in creating entrepreneurship and
business development. On both levels, the actors are well informed on social innova-
tion as a globally disseminated policy concept. In important respects, the articulations
are inspired by national as well as global initiatives. However, there is an entirely dif-
fering normative justification among the participant entrepreneurs, entirely based on
individual activation. Undoubtedly, this is the most apparent policy shift in the analysis.
The normative understanding of developing social innovations is not rooted among the
participating entrepreneurs.

In the third column on policy guidelines, there is a difference in articulations between,
on the one hand, the regional policy level and, on the other, the project team and the partic-
ipating entrepreneurs. At the regional level, the policy guidelines focus on establishing an
arena that could be recognized and visualized in the regional policy context. The policy
idea consists of asserting the importance of social innovations as a part of strategies in the
regional development policy in the region. It should be seen as a political proposal in the
region to introduce social sustainability as an area of innovation. At the project team level
and among participants, the policy guidelines proposed assert the need for practical tools
to create networks among social businesses, seminars, learning activities, etc.

Finally, the analysis findings indicate significant changes in the policy representation
when moving from the top to the bottom. The conclusion is that the intentions formu-
lated at the regional level and in the project application have become something partly
different during the implementation of processes and activities at the lower levels in the
implementation chain. In the concluding section below, we will delve a little further into
this conclusion.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

In policy declarations from governments and influential NGOs worldwide, social
innovations are seen as necessary and useful ways of managing most of the contemporary
social challenges in our common world. This article has turned into the microcosm of
creating social innovations and supporting social enterprise in a small region in Sweden.
Even in this microcosm, great hopes are attached to social innovations that will address
social challenges in society.

During the work on this study, we have continuously been met by a strong commit-
ment among participating entrepreneurs to personally contribute to creating improved
living conditions for socially disadvantaged people. As several researchers have pointed
out, the policy area is characterized by a distinctive and sometimes conflict-ridden con-
fusion of business acumen as well as well-founded humanism [18]. Thus, we agree with
the conclusion made by several scholars that we need to make in-depth analyzes of what
characterizes the individual entrepreneurs in their efforts to develop social enterprises [26].

Our analyses provide an in-depth understanding of several critical issues in interna-
tional research on social innovations. In our study, activities in the policy area are part of a
hybridized organizational field between public, civil, and private sectors. Often, the devel-
opment processes contain ideologically based value conflicts. The main conclusion is that
we have found that basic policy values are shifted in the policy process’s different phases.
We have also shed light on shifting attitudes concerning organizing and developing the
support structure for social innovation at the regional level. Thus, issues related to policy
processes rather than policy content tend to dominate during the implementation. In the
following, the intention is to summarize the analysis and answer the research questions.

Then, what is the problem represented to be in our case? Our analysis indicates
that the original problem representation shifted as the activities in the project were imple-
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mented. During the initial phase, the policy idea consisted of well-considered ambitions to
create long-term sustainable development. However, during the implementation of the
project, the problem’s representation changes gradually in the direction towards individual
activation and responsibility. This process is driven by pragmatic difficulties of defining the
policy area, problems of separating means from ends, and the need to make decisions based
on a limited range of information and analysis to get things going. Hence, at the project
level, the gradual change in coping with the contradictions and multiple complexities
facing activities in a dynamic and complex policy area. In this respect, the reformulation of
the problem enables the project team to meet project goals and produce legitimacy towards
beneficiaries. However, it also means that ambitions expressed in original policy repre-
sentations become altered where calls for more profound change in institutional regimes
transform into more adaptive, performance-related social innovation efforts [20].

The reformulation of the problem occurs when strategies concerning the selection of
entrepreneurs for the activities in the project are formulated. Current policies supporting
innovation in the region are identified as having a weak support structure for entrepreneurs
who have a solid social commitment but lack the abilities and knowledge to start and
run businesses. Therefore, the developed strategy is to prioritize entrepreneurs who are
not usually part of the support structure within business and growth policies. Thus, the
entrepreneurs who participate in the project are driven by business ideas that, in many
cases, lack immediate commercial potential and are often strongly linked to personal
interest and commitment.

In sum, the conclusion in this part indicates that the policy area has so far been weakly
institutionalized. The involved actors in the implementation structures are given high
discretion to design their principles and working methods. As a result, policy intentions
and decisions weakly guide those who implement the policy.

5.1. Implications

Our study has implications in a number of areas. The findings illustrate the potential
friction created when deeply embedded normative principles connected to collective
orientations and social welfare meet the individualized and incentive-driven systems
that characterize the support structures for fledging entrepreneurs. In this process, the
project receives a focus that emphasizes both individual coaching among the involved
entrepreneurs and a commitment among the entrepreneurs to support rehabilitation among
individuals. This implies that the original policy ambition to adopt market mechanisms to
long-term social sustainability principles is silenced in favour of social sustainability as
individual activation in a market perspective. In other words, the implementation process
tends to repeatedly emphasize principles that social sustainability should be developed
using market mechanisms rather than the other way around—that the market economy
needs an underlying logic based on long-term social sustainability. In this respect, our
analysis pinpoints the “mission impossible” at the project level and where the pragmatic
challenges of the social ventures favour an individual activation strategy.

Another kind of silenced policy representation concerns the idea of creating a regional
arena promoting social innovations and social enterprises in the region. The original policy
idea was formulated as an arena to institutionalize and visualize a long-term political
commitment to developing a new policy area. Following the policy shift noted above, the
arena is gradually redefined to become a specific site to deal with practical problems related
to the needs of the individual entrepreneur—a kind of hub and lab for managing everyday
problems. It also means that the arena is losing its political significance as a negotiation
network among leading actors from the public, private, and civil sectors in the region.

For example, our participatory observations in this study give a strong impression
that there is a lack of consideration among leading actors on what is social in the policy
representation. There are few or no conflicts over the formulation of the representation.
Moreover, we have so far been able to notice any debate in public spaces or the media.
The political parties are absent in the development processes taking place around our
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case. Correspondingly, significant influence has been placed on officials and experts in
implementing the policy.

Moreover, the implementation of projects and measures needs to assert the social
dimension in the policy area. Social enterprising efforts are closely linked to processes of
restructuring welfare states who are under the pressure to innovate to meet increasing
demands of social services [14,56]. It is, however, clear from the empirical material that
there are several different perceptions. The selection process, methods/tools, and business
plans deal with making visible the issues of wicked problems, institutional structures, and
balancing various aspects holistically. Few participants put heavy emphasis in addressing
entrepreneurial activities from a societal perspective or supporting ideas of a social sustain-
able society. The analysis presented in this article thus stresses the need to clarify what is
meant by the prefix ‘social’ in the policy area.

The depoliticization of the implementation process could create a policy representation
that is foremost a rhetorical or symbolic figure whose primary purpose is to build a
consensus among leading policy actors. The conditions for establishing an institutionalized
implementation structure are weakened, and the initiated activities, which are often valued
positively by project owners and participants, risk running out and coming to nothing
after the project ends. If one refers to anything other than individual activation when
developing social sustainability policies, this should include a more activated political
leadership. In this case, creating an institutionalized arena is a window of opportunity for
building long-term continuity in the implementation processes and as a political forum for
policy development with a longer time perspective.

5.2. Limitations and Future Research

We need to acknowledge the methodological limitations in this study. The method
used in this study, i.e., qualitative analysis in one case, belongs to the category that has
dominated the research field. Because of the dynamic and complex nature of the area, there
is a need for broadening the methodological “toolbox” by theory development and the
use of multiple, mixed, and iterative empirical methods in the future. [57–59]. Moreover,
our study relied on interviews and participatory observations as the primary method of
data collection. Even if this has enabled us to stay close to the lived experience of the
informants, we also acknowledge the risk of our data being susceptible to social desirability
bias. Adding to this, the study is conducted in Sweden, a country that combines a solid
tax-funded welfare system with a relatively well-developed support structure for aspiring
entrepreneurs. Thus, comparative analyses on policy implementation in different socio-
economic and political contexts using cases from other countries are recommended to
corroborate and contextualize our findings.

Finally, we make a brief note on issues requiring further research and investigation.
Along this line, there is a need for further research to deepen the understanding of how
strategies for social innovations and social enterprise include issues concerning how the
social dimension is defined. Not least, there is a lack of studies of how the policy area can
be linked to ambitions for social sustainability [60–62]. Moreover, as has been mentioned
above, we see great potential in comparative research designs by conducting studies
of multiple social innovation projects across different regional settings. This would be
particularly useful for understanding and explaining how the broader policy context in-
fluences the implementation of social innovation projects. Finally, we encourage studies
with even longer time spans. Creating and implementing weakly institutionalized policy
areas can be a slow and incremental process. However, such initiatives may over time
contribute to policy learning that gradually increase the systemic understanding of the
implementation and effects of project based and other coordinated efforts to meet social
challenges in the region. Following how this learning process emerges and unfolds at
various levels would provide great contributions to our knowledge of social innovations as
a policy area.
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Abstract: Today cities face the increasing negative consequences of the unsustainable course society is
set on. Climate change, biodiversity loss and increasing spatial segregation are testament to this. The
effects of these issues often exceed the coping capacity of individual urban housing developers. Thus,
an antidote to the current neoliberal trend must be found in collaborations such as public-private
partnerships (PPP). Here the shortcomings and limitations of PPP and its potential ability to solve the
problem of unsustainable urban development are investigated. Using the Doughnut Economics (DE)
model as a general guide, a systematic literature review is conducted. The results reveal evidence
that PPPs are unjust and exclude local actors from collaborations. Hence, resident participation and
inclusion is considered the best strategy for PPP to evolve as a future guarantor of the sustainable
city. First, however, major differences in the character of issues that connect the global model of
sustainability to the harsh reality of the local context need to be addressed. This gap concerns the
city’s social foundation and ecological ceiling. The DE model applied herein is an excellent tool to
test the scope and depth of local collaborations such as PPPs and reflect on international treaties such
as SDGs.

Keywords: public-private partnership; Nordic; governance; housing; future proof cities; sustainabil-
ity; urban development; Doughnut Economics; sustainable city

1. Introduction

Urban housing developers in today’s cities need to better understand the relationship
between ecological and social sustainability and Public-Private Partnership (PPP), concern-
ing the latter’s potential to realize future national policies and international treaties. Cities
today are at risk of facing the increasing negative consequences of climate change while
they themselves are responsible for 75% of the world’s emissions due to excessive energy
use [1]. This well-documented problematic is being exacerbated by the inequity of aggres-
sive neoliberal processes such as gentrification and subsequent displacement, fuelling what
best can be described as an out-of-control spatial segregation [2–4]. As a double-edged
problem, sustainability includes several aspects of urban development in the city. First, on
the ecological side of the sustainability coin, challenges, such as energy poverty, bad air
quality, noise pollution, waste, excessive consumption, irresponsible land (ab)use, etc., need
to be addressed [2–4]. Second, flipping the sustainability coin, the city’s social foundation
is threatened by a mix of urban processes such as housing, education, health, well-being,
social services, governance, cultural heritages, safety and employment [2,3,5]. The point to
be made in this review is that these listed challenges to the sustainability of future cities,
here defined from indicators and measurements used by scholars like Tanguay et al. [2],
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Chan [3], Steffen et al. [4], Raworth [5], often exceed the coping capacity of individual urban
developers such as private and public companies, including municipalities [6,7]. Therefore,
the city’s usual combination of influential stakeholders needs to tackle this complex dual
problem of sustainable urban development when they enter collaborations such as PPP,
particularly concerning housing development, the focus here [7–9].

Since it is both malleable and “depict[s] the two boundaries—social and ecological—
that together encompass a safe and just space for humanity” [5] (p. 48), the Doughnut
Economics (DE) model (Figure 1) is one way to either identify the issues that constitute
the aforementioned connection (the bridge), or the issues that are missing (the gap). The
systematic literature review is not just a way to translate the DE model from the global to
the local level of analysis; it also elucidates the strengths and weaknesses of the connection
between sustainability and PPP.

Figure 1. The Doughnut Economics model, reprinted from [5], Lancet Planetary Health, 2017.

The DE model has twelve social indicators derived from internationally agreed mini-
mum standards for human wellbeing such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
establish in 2015 [5]. The nine ecological indicators refer to the Planetary Boundaries
(PBs) developed by Rockström et al. [10] and Steffen et al. [4]. If one of these critical
processes that constitutes a PB is overshoot, irreversible changes in the Earth’s system
are inevitable [4,10]. As mentioned, the main cause of detrimental social development
and degradation of PBs originates in cities [11]. This, and the fact that it is used in mul-
tiple cities in their transition toward sustainability, for instance, Amsterdam has become
a famous example [12], is another reason for choosing the DE model. The DE-model has
been adopted by Luukkanen, Vehmas, and Kaivo-Oja [13]; Roy, Basu, and Dong [14]; and
Saunders and Luukkanen [15], as a first attempt to develop a method that can be used
to compare countries and regions. However, in the application of the DE model herein
the authors contribute to this international research by determining the actual scope and
characteristics of sustainability efforts in collaborations such as PPPs and by applying it as

86



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7783

a broad and new method to guide literature reviews that focus on similar collaborations in
local contexts such as municipalities.

Falling partly within the parameters of the UN’s sustainable development goal (SDG)
11 to make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable [2,3], PPP
is a recent and growing form of collaboration that to date bridges gaps in infrastructure
between essential city services and utilities such as transport, health care, and energy
supply [16]. In a literature review of PPP, Hodge and Greve [17] investigated the purpose
of PPP and found it to be multifarious and open to interpretation. That is, it can be viewed
as everything from a new chapter in privatization to an attempt to measure performance in
public sector services. Since the goals of PPP apparently vary, so too does its definition. For
this reason, PPP is initially defined broadly as a partnership between the local government
(municipality), its administration, and private housing developers [18].

The literature review is also an opportunity to investigate the extent of the gap between
studies that focus on PPP, on the one hand [19–25], and studies that focus on sustainability,
on the other [4,5,10,11]. Although only a very small proportion (3–4%) of hundreds of
articles were written between 2015 and 2021, they can still be used to determine the anatomy
of the connection between the PPP in the Nordic housing context and sustainability, the
focus of this article. Most international literature today on partnership between public
and private actors is either focused on how to improve the partnership per se, often by
identifying critical success factors [19–22,25–27] or how it can better manage risk [23,24,28].
Moreover, most of the literature on PPP and sustainability either focuses on countries
outside of the Nordic context (see [29–32]), or on sectors other than housing such as
waste management, [33], water management [34], and transport [35]. Thus, this systematic
literature review is a contribution to this literature and is a first step in deepening the current
understanding of the role of PPP as a potential contributor to sustainable development in
cities in the Nordic context.

In retrospect, the 25 studies in the review where PPP has been coupled with sustainabil-
ity in the Nordic housing context reveal criticism toward this kind of collaboration [36–38].
With this in mind, the evidence suggests that, in its present form, PPP enables an asymmet-
rical power relationship between the municipality and the private sector, on the one hand,
and residents, on the other [39]. To illustrate from a Swedish case, in one of Gothenburg’s
urban frontier neighbourhoods, the Gustaf Dalén neighbourhood, residents and property
owners were shown to have no influence over a PPP’s plans to redevelop the area and
were subsequently forced out [40]. The authors are not discouraged by this example of
unsustainable housing development. On the contrary, from this criticism, it is apparent
that PPP has the potential to improve the future sustainability of the city’s socio-ecological
context. This justifies a closer review of the literature to connect the dots between the
different issues that traverse the apparent PPP-sustainability gap.

From the scattered body of knowledge concerning PPP, a new understanding of its
potential role in facilitating a transition toward a more sustainable housing development
in the Nordic context is possible. The authors endeavour therefore to identify, with the
support of the DE model, what is missing from the social and the ecological efforts of
the current PPP that can be utilized to create a steppingstone in strengthening its future
potential. Continuing from previous work on the DE model, the approach applied herein
is a normative one, that is, it is designed to identify the shortcomings and limitations of
PPP in order to evaluate its potential as a crucial and essential keystone in the sustainable
foundation of housing development in the Nordic city context [39,41].

Since collaboration is the norm for current policy implementation, PPP is in a better
position than individual urban developers, but not yet sufficient, to bring about a more
sustainable housing development [42]. Thus, the need to examine and re-evaluate the PPP
is clear. The purpose of this critical literature review is to determine if and how the PPP
can achieve a sustainable urban renewal of the future city that appeals to its communities
(SDG 11). To this end, it is important to consider how the character of the issues in the DE
model change when traversing the global-local divide. While simultaneously exposing
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their strengths and weaknesses, it is also necessary to identify which of the issues that
currently connect the PPP to sustainable development (the bridge), and which issues have
the potential to do so (the gap). This is done by applying a novel approach, which is
carrying out a systematic literature of PPP in housing development in the local Nordic
context to reveal the arguments and themes intrinsic to each concerned issue in the DE
model, ultimately augmenting it.

2. Methods

2.1. Systematic Literature Review

A systematic literature review seeks to summarize prior work, extend theories, and
evaluate a body of work with a critical lens [43]. Therefore, to build on and advance this
theoretical understanding of achieving sustainable housing development, a literature re-
view of a limited body of research that focuses on PPP and current housing development in
the Nordic context is conducted. The literature review’s protocol is based on a pre-defined
structure, intrinsic to the stepwise approach characteristic of the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic literature reviews and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) statement [44]. This method
was chosen for three reasons. First, it allows an interpretation of the potential role of PPP
in housing development in the literature from the perspectives of social and ecological
sustainability. Second, it also allows the authors to expose the gaps that can be filled by
the PPP. Thus, the PRISMA statements support the research when reporting from the
literature on housing development in the Nordic context (see [45] for a similar approach).
Third, concerning the issues of reliability and validity, the systematic literature review
underpinned by the PRISMA statement ensures reproducibility and replicability of the
study [43,46].

2.1.1. Search Strategy in Identification Phase

Sustainability and urban development are two research fields that are interconnected
and thus known for being multidisciplinary. In the coming search for relevant knowledge,
the authors therefore chose three widely recognized, high quality, and multidisciplinary
databases Web of Science Core Collection and Scopus. The search was conducted in March
2021. Keywords and Boolean operators were combined to establish the search for literature.
These are “Public Private Collaboration” OR “Public Private Partnership” OR “Governance”
AND “urban” OR “housing” OR "cit*" OR “neighbourhood” OR “communit*” AND
“Sweden” OR “Nordic” OR “Denmark” OR “Norway” OR “Finland” OR “Iceland”. The
search was limited to only peer-reviewed scientific journal articles written in English.
Since the potential role of PPP is investigated, only articles from the period 2015–2021
were included. In addition, one record was included from previously identified articles.
This resulted in 683 identified records, as demonstrated in Figure 2. The main reason for
choosing the timeframe 2015–2021 has to do with the fact that the context of the political
landscape is rapidly changing. One major change in the political landscape in Nordic
countries such as the old welfare state of Sweden is the emergence of neoliberal politics
and policies in the late 1990s [47]. The selected timeframe captures the effects of this
transformation such as spatial segregation and displacement as they continue to worsen
considerably [48]. This ideological transformation, its recent effects combined with an
acute need to combat climate change, paints an accurate picture of the double-edged
sustainability problematic within which PPPs now operate.
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Figure 2. PRISMA statement flow diagram for PPP and urban (housing) development, reprinted
from [44], Systematic Reviews, 2015.

2.1.2. Exclusion and Inclusion Criteria in Screening and Eligibility Phase

The retrieved articles were organized in the software Rayyan.ai [49]. In Rayyan, du-
plicates were removed, and the title/abstracts were screened for relevance. The inclusion
criteria in the screening were: Nordic cases (Nordic cases combined with cases outside the
Nordic context were excluded) on the topic urban development and PPP. At this juncture,
the search was widened by using urban development instead of housing development in
order to get a complete picture of the field. In addition, papers on the topic of urban devel-
opment and/or PPP but concerning a specific discipline not relevant for the review were
excluded. For instance, excluded disciplines were water management, waste management,
transportation, agriculture, etc. Based on this screening, a refined selection of 45 papers
were assessed for eligibility. In the eligibility assessment, one paper was excluded because
of difficulty in gaining access to the full text. At this later stage, the authors also narrowed
the inclusion criteria to exclude papers that did not combine housing development and PPP.
This resulted in a final number of 25 articles to review. It is noteworthy that only 3.6% of all
articles in the search pertain to both the PPP and housing development, revealing a narrow
connection and probable major gap between the fields of collaboration and urban studies.

2.2. Content Analysis

The content analysis was divided into two phases. Based on the 25 retrieved articles,
the first phase started with a screening of the abstracts to find and conceptualize the
content of the articles with regards to the issues that constitute the DE model [4,5]. A
number of initial themes emerged from common arguments that are used to describe
similar phenomena. For example, “access” is a theme found to be intrinsic to the social
equity issue and derived herein from the argumentation underpinning phenomena such
as “access to urban green space” [50] and “access to affordable housing” [51,52]. In the
second phase, by reading the full text of each article in a careful manner [53], the authors
reviewed the themes and arguments and then added them with the relevant sources to
each issue in table form. In the review of the articles, the authors strived to separate the
researcher(s) from the object of analysis. For instance, the themes identified represent what
is mentioned in the articles as the focal points in today’s housing development and PPP in

89



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7783

relation to sustainability. Critical arguments represent the recommendation for the future,
its potential, by the researchers in the reviewed articles.

Finally, combining the DE model with articles that critically assess PPP in housing
development allows researchers to quickly identify issues that transcend the global-local
divide. Those issues that are addressed more frequently are those assumed to be important
and, thus, attract most criticism. From this, the shortcomings and potential of local collabo-
rations such as PPP can be identified in relation to any of the UN’s SDGs, in this case SDG
11. Furthermore, the arguments put forward by the authors of the articles and sorted into a
number of themes reflect on the concerned issues in the DE model. In this manner, it is
possible to determine the anatomy of the connection between PPP and sustainability and
the extent of the gap that it bridges.

3. Results

The first result is that the authors’ reading of the literature that combines the PPP and
housing development (see Table 1) found that only seven of the 21 issues touched on by
the DE model are covered by the reviewed research. The identified issues are social equity,
political voice, justice, social networks, climate change, land conversion, and biodiversity.
The 14 issues that are not mentioned in the literature are therefore not included in the
results, but some (or all) of these will be reflected on in the discussion. The seven issues are
associated with some shortcomings that characterize the PPP and, from the authors’ point
of view, hamper its ability to achieve sustainability in current Nordic housing development.
Four of these connect with social sustainability and two with ecological sustainability, as
defined by Raworth [5] (Table 1). Focusing on these issues will bring the PPP closer to
achieving SDG 11, expanding beyond what is acceptable within the parameters of economic
growth. Just because an issue such as gender equality is not mentioned in the review does
not mean that the PPP has already achieved this goal. On the contrary, it is most likely a
sign that this issue has not yet reached the drawing board of the PPP. Table 1 reveals the
severity of each issue in relation to how many articles, that is, researchers identify it as
a problem.

Table 1. The focus of criticism directed at the PPP in current research in relation to the DE model.

Study

Social Sustainability Ecological Sustainability

Equity
Political

Voice
Justice

Social
Network

Climate
Change

Land Conversion
and Biodiversity

Sum

Olsson, Brunner, Nordin, and Hansson
2020 [50] x x x x x x 6

Borgström 2019 [54] x 1

Sørensen & Torfing 2020 [55] x x x x 3

Bonow and Normark, 2018 [56] x x x 3

Glaas et al. 2019 [57] x x x 3

Hyötyläinen and Haila 2018 [51] x x x x 4

Lidegaard, Nuccio, and Bille, 2018 [58] x x 2

Fors, Nielsen, Konijnendijk, van den
Bosch, Jansson 2018 [59] x x x 3

Elander and Gustavsson 2019 [60] x x x 3

Candel, Karrbom Gustavsson, and
Eriksson 2021 [61] x x 2

Hermelin and Jonsson 2020 [62] x x 2

Noring, Struthers, and Grydehøj
2020 [52] x x 2
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Table 1. Cont.

Study

Social Sustainability Ecological Sustainability

Equity
Political

Voice
Justice

Social
Network

Climate
Change

Land Conversion
and Biodiversity

Sum

Puustinen and Viitanen 2015 [63] x x x 3

Valli and Hammami 2021 [64] x x 2

la Cour and Andersen 2016 [65] x 1

Smedby and Quitzau 2016 [66] x x 2

Berglund-Snoddgrass, Högström,
Fjellfeldt, and Markström 2021 [67] x x 2

Juhola, Seppälä, and Klein 2020 [68] x x x 3

Gohari, Baer, Nielsen, Gilcher, and
Situmorang 2020 [69] x x x 3

Noring 2019 [70] x x x 3

Thörn and Holgersson 2016 [40] x x 2

Schultz Larsen and Nagel Delica
2021 [71] x x x 3

Andersen, Ander, and Skrede 2020 [72] x x x 3

Richner and Olesen 2019 [73] x x x 3

Storbjörk, Hjerpe, and Glaas 2019 [74] x x x 3

Sum 12 7 17 17 9 5 67

What is striking is the asymmetry in the focus of criticism directed at the PPP’s housing
development. Only 21% of the issues touched on by the literature in review pertain to
ecological sustainability (Table 1), but once again not necessarily implying that PPP has
achieved these goals. The second result is that PPPs in this study are always being criticized
and mostly for their lack of social sustainability, undermining the social foundation of the
future city and its communities.

What is also striking, and the third result, is the fact that the two main issues, justice
and social networks, touched on by most researchers in the study are those not covered by
SDG 11. However, it is important to note that the PPP does not need to be limited by SDG
11 and its subgoals. In fact, PPPs will need to address all the SDGs if they are to tackle the
challenges of sustainability in a holistic manner. With the DE model in mind, PPP can in
theory transcend the boundary of economic growth by being just and by broadening its
social networks (Table 2).

Table 2. Shortcomings of the PPP and its potential effect on SDG 11.

Contentious Issues Realm Subgoals SDG 11

1. Social equity
(3 themes; 8 arguments)

Social

“Access to adequate, safe and affordable housing and
basic services as well as inclusive green and public

spaces”
“Capacity for participatory, integrated and

sustainable human settlement”

2. Political voice
(2 themes; 6 arguments)

3. Justice
(3 themes; 11 arguments)

4. Social networks
(2 themes; 8 arguments)

5. Climate change
(3 themes; 9 arguments) Ecological

“Policies and plans towards inclusion, resource
efficiency, mitigation, adaptation and resilience to

disasters”
“Efforts to protect and safeguard the world’s natural

heritage”

6. Biodiversity
and Land Conversion

(3 themes; 5 arguments)
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As it stands, the subgoals of SDG 11 can be sorted into the realms of both sustain-
ability’s social and ecological foundation (Table 2). This implies that the PPP can only
contribute to the attainment of the SDG 11 concerning social equity, political voice, climate
change, and land conversion and biodiversity. Subsequently, this confines the plethora of
identified arguments to the number of issues identified in the review of PPP and urban
and housing development (see Sections 3.1 and 3.2 below). However, critics of PPP want
it to push beyond the goals of SDG 11, particularly concerning the issues of justice and
social networks (as in Table 2). In essence, a new gap in knowledge becomes apparent
in a comparison of the DE-model and the subgoals of SDG 11, but only in relation to
the city and its communities. The authors are aware that other SDGs deal with justice
and social networks in relation to other issues, but not directly in relation to the city and
its communities.

It would be easy to view the relationship between SDGs and the DE model as com-
patible. This is not the case. In fact, the latter transcends GDP growth, and the SDGs do
not, leaving room for the PPP to move beyond economic growth. Therefore, the role of
the third (economic) pillar of sustainability, which may otherwise seem to be a bit like the
elephant in the room, is considered in this review.

To identify its potential as a contributor to the city’s sustainability, it is prudent to
determine the character, and reveal the content of, the argumentation directed at current
PPP in the Nordic context. However, the PPP may not be willing to, or cannot, assert itself
to erase what the reviewed research has identified as its transgressions. At this juncture,
the reader is reminded that the research goal is a normative one, that is, to determine the
PPP’s potential as a contributor to sustaining our future cities.

3.1. Socially Sustainable Housing Development

When surveying the social foundation of housing development, it is important to
note that although “there are techniques for measuring a reduction or an increase in
quantities of CO2 and for measuring economic gains for a housing company, there are
no comparable yardsticks for ‘social sustainability’, i.e., there is no ‘social dioxide’ to
measure” [75]. Nevertheless, and guided by Raworth [5], four contentious issues have
been identified in current research. These outline the future reach of the PPP’s potential
social sustainability goals, that is, its ability and ambition to engender social equity, be
responsive to the collective voice of residents, be a fair developer, and finally, achieve these
ends by spinning a wide web of robust social networks. By taking a point of departure in
definitions of the four identified social foundation issues used by proponents of the DE
model, it is possible at a later stage to compare them with the content and form of the
arguments and themes intrinsic to each of these issues as they are systematically described
in the literature review.

In Bending Stopper, Kossik, and Gastermanns’ [76] version of the DE model in the
context of housing development, engendering social equity is first and foremost about
housing developers treating different groups of residents equally. Housing companies
should, therefore, cooperate socially with local actors in accordance with corporate social
responsibility standards. Being responsive to a collective voice is defined as creating the
conditions for residents to participate in, or influence, corporate management. Justice is de-
fined in terms of vulnerability and safety. Being a fair developer is, thus, about minimizing
residents’ vulnerability to housing development. This definition is narrow in comparison
with, for example, Jane Jacobs’ vision of a just city, which advocates among other things
that policy makers are open for anti-subordination [77]. Finally, robust social networks
are addressed in terms of generating conditions conducive to a resilient neighbourhood
social culture.

Consequently, the fourth tangible result is that the PPP has not yet tackled the
full spectrum of the social foundation of sustainability, as depicted by Raworth [5] and
Stopper et al. [76] in the DE model. In fact, as it stands, it seems to ignore gender equality,
neither does it appear to promote education and guarantee income and work nor cater for
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the health of residents. Although focus on four issues narrows the scope of the analysis,
there is still an opportunity to dig deeper into them by putting each of them under the
analytical lens to find the arguments and themes that evoke criticism from colleagues.
In essence, putting each issue through a process of softening up, by introducing new
contentious themes to gain a new perspective, widens the research community’s horizon
concerning the potential of the PPP. Identifying the themes intrinsic to each issue is in itself
a result, that is, revealing how the PPP could become a solid and essential segment in the
social foundation of sustainable cities and communities. Ultimately, the analysis will reveal
the sufficiency of the PPP as a necessary contributor to mitigating an unsustainable global
and local development.

3.1.1. Social Equity

In all, twelve (48%) of the reviewed research articles pertain in one way or another to
the social equity component of the social foundation of sustainability (Table 1), as depicted
in the DE model [5]. After determining each of these article’s common theme(s), arguments
are sorted under three general headings: access, ownership, and implementation (as in
Table 3). Each theme is made up of a number of arguments put forward by the author(s) if
a PPP is to achieve social equity. All in all, we highlight eight arguments in Table 3 that can
consolidate PPP as part of the future city’s social foundation.

Table 3. Arguments for the construct of “social equity in housing development”.

No. Themes Sources Arguments for Social Equity

1. Access [40,50–52,64]

Guarantee the availability of urban green
space [50]

Increase more affordable social housing via
social mixing and positive

discrimination [51,52]
Avoid landscapes of exclusion and

gentrification that widen rent gaps [40,64]

2. Ownership [51,58,67,72]

Cultural districts with housing for all
citizens [58,67]

Avoid building for wealthier homeowners
and favouring the preferences of middle

and upper classes [51,72]

3. Implementation [50,58,63,64,67,70,71,73]

Avoid neoliberal governance of advanced
urban marginality [64,71,73]

Promote a bottom-up and top-down mixed
approach including social services is

desirable [58,67]
Promote better decision-making processes
to void inefficiencies in bureaucracy [63,70]

Under the theme of access, some researchers identify the need for the PPP to make
green space more available for resident’s irrespective of their class status [50]. Other authors
suggest increasing the affordability of social housing [51,52]. Finally, when evaluating
entrepreneurial real estate policy in Finland Hyötyläinen and Haila [51] (p. 144) emphasize
in the following quote that positive discrimination can increase access to new housing
development:

Helsinki, a small Nordic welfare city, has so far been able to avoid inequalities that
generate distress in large European and American cities. This can be explained by
referring to a well-functioning social policy, instruments like the production of social
housing, and the policies of tenure mix, social mix and positive discrimination.

Ultimately, a policy of social equity that guarantees access to affordable social housing
and green space can also contribute to avoiding the now common and ubiquitous processes
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of segregation that hamper the attainment of social sustainability goals [64]. Another
social equity and access hurdle is, for instance, the rent-gaps identified by Thörn and
Holgersson [40] in the housing context in Gothenburg, Sweden.

The second aspect of social equity that researchers focus on is ownership. According
to Hyötyläinen and Haila [51], a housing development PPP has the potential to avoid
building for exclusively only wealthier homeowners. However, this assertion is ambitious
since Andersen, Eline Ander, and Skrede [72] (p. 709) show that:

... developers are influencing demographic, material, social and cultural changes through
their investments and are consciously and strategically reshaping places to increase
profits. The profitable ’rent gap’ – that is, the gap between the current income earned by a
property and possible future income (Smith, 1987) at Tøyen and Grønland – seems to be
the driving force for the developers investing in these areas.

For this reason, it is suggested that by building what Lidegaard, Nuccio, and Bille [58]
and Berglund-Snoddgrass et al. [67] call cultural districts, the PPP is given an incentive to
plan and cater for a wider range of resident and entrepreneur preferences, not just those of
the privileged affluent. Lidegaard, Nuccio, and Bille [58] (p. 16) claim that

governance models should be designed according to policy goals, which are often conflict-
ing, and therefore any proposal for a cultural district should balance equity and efficiency
norms to match the expectations of involved stakeholders.

Based on the number of mentions in the literature review, implementation is by far
the largest theme in social equity (Table 3) and sheds light on the tendency of the PPP to
develop housing and public space within a system of neoliberal governance [71,73]. In the
reviewed literature, most researchers argue that neoliberal policies do not resonate well
with policies of social equity (as described in Table 3) but are often implemented by inciting
fear and anxiety among poor and affluent residents alike. Olsson et al. [50] (p. 311) gives
one reason why this can come about:

This anxiety is not just expressed as fear for increased costs, but also as a long lasting
emotional experience caused by having your belongings destroyed and enduring long-
lasting renovations.

For this reason, and with the attainment of social equity in mind, the researchers in this
study recommend that the PPP apply a mixed, that is, top-down and bottom-up, approach
to housing development that includes social services. This kind of implementation is more
equitable since it satisfies the preferences of residents from different income brackets as
well as a wide range of entrepreneurs, coming to terms with an otherwise inefficient and
subsequently socially unsustainable decision-making process [63,67]. In fact, Puustinen
and Viitanen [63] (p. 495) indicate

that the decision-making process is unestablished, and challenges exist on three levels:
(1) legal and land use planning, (2) collective action and management and (3) required
professionals. These issues need to be considered in order to develop better practices for
the process, and also, when assessing the feasibility of infill development for housing
companies from the land use planning, legal and economic perspectives.

In sum, researchers suggest that new planning perspectives that include residents’
and developers’ preferences ought to be adopted by the stakeholders that constitute
the PPP if future housing development is to be built upon a solid foundation of social
equity. They imply that this will not be possible if the PPP continues to rely on current
neoliberal justifications.

3.1.2. Political Voice

Seven (28%) of the reviewed research articles touch on the issue of residents’ collective
(community’s) political voice (Table 1). In other words, political voice is also a piece, albeit
a smaller one, of the social foundation pie than, for instance, social equity is. To reiterate,
from the reading political voice can be sorted into two predictable themes: participation
and citizenship (as in Table 4). While participation is a civic culture phenomenon, that is
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engaging residents and communities in local issues, citizenship is more focused on the
rights of residents, that is, the need to be heard, included, and organized. Together, the
authors of these articles argue that if the PPP listens to the political voice of residents and
local communities, it will benefit their housing development and make it more socially
sustainable.

Table 4. Arguments for the construct of “political voice in housing development”.

No. Themes Sources Arguments for Political Voice

1. Participation [50,59,68,69]

Promote participatory structures [50]
Promote participatory culture [50,59,69]
Promote participating in collaborative

initiatives [50,59,68]

2. Citizenship [50,51,55,56]

Give residents a louder voice [50]
Guarantee inclusion of all concerned

citizens [51,55]
Promote citizen led initiatives [56]

Looking through the analytical lens used here, it is obvious that political voice often
pertains to the establishment of structures that engender a culture of resident participa-
tion [50,59,69], as well as constitutes the basis for possible joint collaborative initiatives
between residents and the PPP [50,59,68]. An example from Sweden shows how di-
verse and inclusive a participatory structure can be in terms of stakeholder involvement
Olsson et al. [50] (p. 310):

Some of these structures concern interactions between different property owners, for
example the BID [Business Improvement District] and local divisions of the Swedish
Union of Tenant Association, as well as between property owners and their tenants.

In this case, the concerned authors are highlighting the possibility of building on
existing networks that already include resident participation, not just PPP stakeholders.
However, according to Juhola, Seppälä, and Klein [68], there is still room for much im-
provement. They [68] (p. 24) say that there should be more

... emphasis on creating innovative solutions in partnership with the private sector and a
focus on efficiency has disturbed the long-term horizon of urban planning and democratic
legitimacy, which are both resource and time demanding.

There can, therefore, be resistance within the PPP to new ways of thinking. The PPP
needs incentives such as a more democratically legitimate role in future urban planning.
This can redirect its focus towards laying a more solid social foundation that, in turn,
contributes to sustaining the city and its communities.

Concerning citizenship, and depicted in Table 4, some authors in this study give other
arguments for the need for residents’ collective voice to be heard [43] and included [51,55].
They claim that residents should even take the initiative in some aspects of housing devel-
opment [56]. For instance, in the Danish climate policy context, Sørensen and Torfing [55]
(p. 13) maintain that

... with its emphasis on needs-based problem-solving, knowledge-sharing, joint risk
assessment, coordinated and adaptive implementation, and shared ownership of new and
bold solutions, co-creation offers a near-perfect strategy for achieving highly ambitious
climate mitigation goals.

These arguments suggest that citizenship can easily be applied to the context of hous-
ing development and can identify what the concerned researchers perceive as shortcomings
in the PPP’s ability to engage, or listen to, residents concerning the development of housing
in the city’s neighbourhood landscape.
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3.1.3. Justice

Justice, together with social networks, is by far one of the largest components of the
social foundation of housing development (see Table 1). This important result reveals a
need for PPPs to better understand how its housing development influences the dynamic
of social justice in relation to sustainability. Seventeen (68%) of the articles pertain to
justice in one way or another (as in Table 2). From a plethora of critical arguments,
three major themes are deduced (as in Table 5). These are related to the elite’s power
and their documented injustices and role in the (de)stigmatization of so-called deprived
neighbourhoods. The relationship between these themes is obvious. Elites use of power can
sometimes lead to injustices such as creating rent gaps and stigmatizing neighbourhoods
with the intention of emptying them of poor residents (gentrification). What is termed here
as social sustainability via eviction.

Table 5. Arguments for the construct of “justice in housing development”.

No. Themes Sources Arguments for Justice

1. Elite power [40,50–52,60,62,64,65,
67,70,72]

Avoid government (state) steering [52,60,65]
Avoid privileging certain sectors, while

marginalizing others: social sustainability via
eviction [50,62,64,67]

Deliberate the fact that joint forces of the elite
displace long-time inhabitants [40,70,72]
Promote ceding city planning power to

citizens [51,70]

2. Injustice [51,58,61,63–65,73,74]

Counteract negative effects of gentrification [57]
Deliberate conflict resolution in land-use [61,63]

Promote revamping distressed
neighbourhoods [64]

Include all stakeholders in a specific governable
context [65]

Introduce strong social focus on BID property
development [73,74]

3. Stigmatization [40,71]

Avoid redevelopment through stigmatization of
neighbourhood [40]

Be wary of territorial destigmatization
regimes [71]

Concerning the elite power theme intrinsic to justice, researchers suggest that four
steps can be taken toward justice (as in Table 5). The common denominator for their
argumentation is the need for new approaches to avoid an uneven distribution of hous-
ing resources [52,60]. To avoid this, la Cour and Andersen [65] suggest a new form of
collaboration: metagovernance. They [65] (p. 920) state that

The shift from government to metagovernance ... represents an extraordinarily radical
displacement of the contract’s form. These new forms of collaboration are bringing about
revolutionary changes in the traditional relationship between municipalities and housing
associations.

This implies that the PPP shares power with [51,70], and includes the needs of,
marginalized residents vis a vis the housing association [50,62,64]. Berglund-Snodgrass et al. [67]
(p. 877) even go as far as to argue for the inclusion of social services and marginalized
residents:

By primarily organizing settings and knowledge that render familiar to a technocratically
governed urban planning, the social services struggle to get recognition in the process or
fail to see how their working processes and situated knowledge can be incorporated in the
housing provision planning – and are, as a consequence, marginalized in the process.
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For instance, the PPP as an elite should not, it is argued by Noring [70] and Andersen et al. [72],
be allowed to displace residents. By including the social services in new collaborations
such as metagovernance, the elite can be dissuaded to displace. Displacement is, in this
reading of the literature, however, a common occurrence.

The theme of injustice is derived from research that specifies different ways to avoid
what the authors view as a predominantly unfair housing development. The principles
of fairness they suggest in their argumentation, and listed here, ought to be viewed as a
form of triage that includes arresting negative neighbourhood effects. This, they claim, can
only be done by diluting the current strong focus on Business Improvement Districts (BID)
property development with social sensitivity [58,64]. In the Danish context, Richner and
Olesen [73] (p. 167) capture this line of argument when they argue that:

... the particularities of how the BID model is being translated into the Danish context
should not be misread as a case in which the strong Danish social welfarist tradition has
mitigated the ‘neoliberal aggressiveness’ of the BID model.

Thus, and as means of circumventing the ends of neoliberal aggressiveness, BID
property development should, according to Candel Candel, Karrbom Gustavsson, and
Eriksson [61], also include solutions that satisfies the preferences of all actors, specifically
meeting the particular needs of the bureaucratic and political municipality in terms of
social equity and political voice and, thus, the general requirements of social sustainability.

Another aspect of (in)justice intrinsic to housing development is the use of the broader
phenomenon of stigmatization and responding with the method of destigmatization to
redevelop a neighbourhood. Returning once again to the case from Kvillebäcken in Gothen-
burg, Sweden, we lean on Thörn and Holgersson’s [40] (p. 380) illustration of the anatomy
of destigmatization and its end product, displacement,

. . . to unravel how the joint forces of the elite (in our case the close cooperation between
private real estate owners and the municipality) stigmatizes areas, make the inhabitants
invisible and then displace them to favour financial profit.

As a reaction to this unwanted outcome, some researchers suggest that the PPP or
other similar collaborations ought to focus instead on a process of destigmatization here
defined “as interventions, initiatives, processes or strategies carried out with the intention
of reducing, removing, redirecting or remedying the territorial stigmatization of specific
places” [71] (p. 1). Schultz Larsen and Delica [71] show, moreover, that this phenomenon is
also a wicked problem since it too leads to displacement, and via its Sisyphean character, it
“has become a legitimation of the current radical policy measures of demolition, eviction,
gentrification and reprivatisation of the stigmatized territories” [71] (p. 17). In sum, the
issue of justice, or housing development as fairness, is predominantly a reaction to what
scholars perceive as a radical, harmful, aggressive, and socially unsustainable neoliberal
housing policy.

3.1.4. Social Networks

As mentioned earlier, social networking is also a big issue that underpins the social
foundation of sustainability (Table 1). Seventeen (68%) of the articles that constitute the
literature review pertain in one way or another to social networks and their underlying
themes (as in Table 6). In the reading, two themes quickly became obvious. The first theme
is connectivity and the second collaboration. Connectivity is about the shape or structure
of the social network (lines), while collaboration is about which actors are involved (nodes)
and how they interact. The link between these two themes and social networks is obvious.
If there is a lack of connectivity between stakeholders (developers) and actors (housing
associations, social services, and communities as well as residents) concerning recent
housing development in the Nordic context, particularly Sweden, then the question that
must be answered is if the PPP has a role to play here. Therefore, a substantial number
of researchers (as in Table 2) have researched the PPP from these two angles. They have

97



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7783

presented several different proposals for the creation of social networks from which are
derived eight arguments in Table 6.

Table 6. Arguments for the construct of “social networks in housing development”.

No. Themes Sources Arguments for Social Networks

1. Connectivity [50,54,57,60,62,68,69,71]

Address policy schizophrenia [71]
Consider social structures that

encompass most segments of society
and avoiding the disconnect between

actors [50,54,57,69]
Focus on project-bound issue networks,

conditioned by local actors [60,62]
Promote existing urban governance

structures that include key local actors
and residents [68,69]

2. Collaboration [55,56,59,61,63,66,68,72–74]

Address collective action challenge [63]
Construct formal and informal

actor-network to mobilize support for
urban development [56,73,74]
Co-create value via, inter alia,

co-management zones [55,59,61]
Combine different mode of governing,
participation, and coproduction as a

counterweight to non-coordinated elite
(neoliberal) strategies [66,68,72]

Concerning the connectivity theme, there is an obvious need to reshape the social
network in a way that, according to Schultz Larsen and Delica [71] (p. 17), addresses what
they term as policy schizophrenia defined here as “fragmentations, splits and contradictions
of the current policy regime of housing development”. It is argued that the collaborative
dimension of social network ought to have both a formal and an informal interaction
character [56,73]. A first step in this direction is linked to collaboration and presented
by Storbjörk, Hjerpe, and Glaas [74] (p. 582) when they lift several Swedish cases where
what they coin the term “developer dialogue”, which was applied to encourage public and
private actors to “pull together” to mitigate climate change via housing development.

Malmö, with the district of Västra Hamnen, is often presented as a successful case where
developer dialogue facilitated learning and knowledge exchange among property develop-
ers and municipal coordinators ... Combining district-level planning with strategies that
spur willingness to excel and give credit to those who goes beyond business-as-usual is
potentially one way forward here.

Developer dialogue is just one way put forward to scaffold complex stakeholder
networks in housing development, particularly when addressing the challenges that face
the city and its communities [63]. However, it lacks the ability to include all actors. As
a means to the end of widening this collaborative approach, a new point of departure is
introduced. This implies co-creating innovative solutions for complex problems (see, for
instance, [55,59,61]). This segment of the reviewed research claims that this specific kind
of interaction can counteract the negative effects of housing development associated with
one-sided neoliberal housing strategies with major legitimacy deficits [66,68,72].

In order to achieve this, the PPP, according to researchers such as Olsson et al. [50],
Borgström [54], Glaas et al. [57], and Gohari et al. [69], must permeate and connect with
all of society’s social strata. Taking the Swedish context as an example, the reason why
this is necessary becomes obvious. When studying housing development in Stockholm,
Borgström [54] (p. 472) says that
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The disconnect we found was a bit surprising, given the long-term Swedish tradition
of involving and interacting with civic associations, which can be interpreted as good
grounds for trust, communication and collaboration.

This finding indicates that most PPPs in Sweden (like elsewhere) do not just follow
neoliberal strategies but may have problems with engendering trust and maintaining lines
of communication with residents. As a counterweight to the absence of local actors in
PPP networks, some Swedish researchers argue for the implementation of what Elander
and Gustavsson [60] have coined “project-bound issue networks”. This ought to include,
besides the “usual suspects” of the elite, local actors (see also [62]).

Viewing social inclusion in this broader context, individuals could increase their social
capital and thereby make themselves better able to participate in local planning and
politics, perhaps even by acting as “everyday makers”. [60] (p. 1095)

This coincides with the aspirations of another cohort of the small research community
in focus in our study. They argue for the promotion of the idea of social inclusion and
participation in what they term as the existing urban governance structure [68,69]. This
may be a solution to the policy schizophrenia referred to by Schultz Larsen and Delica [71].

3.2. Ecologically Sustainable Housing Development

Regarding the ecological foundation of housing development, and guided by the
reading of the latest research, concerning PPP in the Nordic countries, two issues and six
themes have surfaced. Guided by the DE-model [5], these issues and themes together
outline the potential role of PPP in terms of its ability to tackle the ecological sustainability
challenges the city and present as well as future generation communities are facing. That is,
ways in which PPP ought to tackle climate change and the combined issue of contributing to
biodiversity, on the one hand, and minimizing land conversion and preserving biodiversity,
on the other. Derived from Stopper et al. [76] version of the DE model climate change is
defined as supply chain management, reduction of CO2 emissions, energy consumption
reduction, increased energy efficiency, and renewable energy use such as biofuel [76]. While
biodiversity and land-conversion are defined as the conservation of regional species and
use of raw materials produced by organic farming, effective use of old industrial sites, and
laying out greens space, respectively [76]. In the following section, each issue and inherent
theme mirrors the potential of PPP to become more sustainable with regards to these two
planetary boundaries (PBs) of ecological sustainability [4].

Aligned to the social side of the sustainability coin, one initial tangible result is that
in its present role, PPP does not tackle the full spectrum of ecological issues as PBs in the
DE model [4,5]. From the reading of the research on PPP in housing development, it is
apparent that neither the PBs of air pollution, chemical pollution, ozone layer depletion,
ocean acidification, freshwater withdrawals nor nitrogen and phosphorus loading are
considered. The remaining two issues have undergone a similar softening up process as
the social issues. That is, the same modus operandi is applied to synthesize Raworth’s [5]
broader issues with a deeper critical perspective on the PPP provided by the authors of the
reviewed research. In this way, the analysis will also reveal the ecological potential of PPP
in sustainable housing development.

3.2.1. Climate Change

To reiterate, cities today are at risk of facing the increasing negative consequences of
climate change while they themselves are responsible for 75% of the world’s emissions with
regards to energy use [1]. Nine (36%) of the reviewed articles touch on the issue of climate
change (Table 1). In the reviewed research, three themes and ten arguments intrinsic to
climate change were identified. These are based on how PPP in housing ought to tackle the
multitudes of challenges concerning tackling climate change via participation, mitigation,
and adaption (as in Table 7).
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Table 7. Arguments for the construct of “climate change in housing development”.

No. Themes Sources Arguments for Climate Change

1. Participation [50,55,66,68,70,74]

Climate change tackled through co-creation,
participation, and co-production [50,55,68–70]

Promote local Governance [66]
Sharp goals in public-private interplay [74]

2. Mitigation [55,57,60,66,69,74]

Energy efficiency, energy positive, and fossil
free power [55,57,60,66,69]

Challenge mainstream building practices [66]
Consumption and transport behaviour [55,74]

Visualisation and measurements [57]

3. Adaptation [50,57,74]
Ecosystem services [50]

Mitigation of flooding [50,57,74]
Adaptation to heath stress [57]

As noted above, several researchers identified the need for PPP to get involved in
different forms of participation strategies to tackle the complex issue of climate change
in the urban environment (see also Table 4). When it comes to ambitious climate goals,
where the PPP and citizens must become involved, co-creation is considered a “near-
perfect” strategy [55]. Even if citizen participation is often marginal in projects tackling
climate change, it is nevertheless essential in the attainment of tangible results [50,69]. It is
believed that if a platform for participation is created, where both stakeholders and citizens
can express their opinions and ambitions directly, the process will be both effective and
democratic [69].

Other authors are more reserved claiming that a participatory strategy offers a promise
but not a perfect solution to climate change since there are several barriers that need to be
addressed [68]. For instance, and flipping the participation coin, in collaborations between
public and private companies, private companies tend to downplay high climate goals [74].
To overcome this barrier, Storbjörk et al. [74] (p. 582) suggest

...the steering strategies used by public actors to secure the realization of key public
goals such as climate change in urban development needs to be refined and sharpened,
particularly at the stage of sustaining commitments and securing formal agreements.

The second theme that emerged on how PPP can tackle climate change is through
mitigation. Examples of technology application to support mitigation strategies include
energy efficiency [60], reductions in district heating and the proliferation of windfarms [55],
maintaining high requirements for energy [69], guaranteeing fossil free power utility [57],
and following specific technical requirements and standards [66]. To support this kind of
technology-transition, Smedby and Quitzau [66] (p. 332) suggest local government have
an important role to play, for instance:

Local governments proactively engage in a balancing act aiming at integrating radical
innovations and mainstream construction practices to foster the transition towards
sustainable socio-technical systems.

Some researchers bring attention to the problematic of technological solutions promised
by the “smart city” approach, particularly when technical, economic, and political goals
are frequently prioritized over social and environmental goals. However, another solu-
tion to unsustainable development is, to reiterate, to include citizens, communities, local
associations, as well as concerned PPP stakeholders in the smart city approach [69].

For cities and PPPs to keep the global temperature well below an increase of 2 ◦C
(agreed in the Paris Agreement) and to mitigate the worst effects of climate change, chal-
lenges such as changing citizens’ consumption and transport behaviour need to be ad-
dressed [55]. Some suggestions concern changing mobility patterns by reducing parking
lots and introducing carpools, avoiding floor heating [74], and reducing emissions in con-
struction [50]. In addition, the measurement and visualization of climate change effects
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need to be combined with clear targets and a systemic understanding if urban climate
transition is to be achieved [57].

To adapt to the effects of climate change, and to prevent extreme weather events,
some researchers suggest ecosystem services (ES) as a strategy for PPP [50]. In one project,
adaptation strategies such as storm water mitigation through ponds or green areas were
part of a vision to mitigate the negative effects of climate change [74], and in another
project, progress was made in adapting buildings for heat stress [57]. Once again, the
local perspective is identified as being important to achieve a just adaptation according to
Olsson et al. [50] (see Table 7 above). Olsson et al argue [50] (p. 312)

... that there is a need to measure and map the ES provision at the neighbourhood level
in relation to the needs of divergent stakeholder groups, understanding the trade-offs
between local and city needs.

Researchers suggest that for PPP to tackle these complex challenges of climate change,
both mitigation and adaptation strategies need to be addressed simultaneously. Technolog-
ical solutions will contribute, if, and only if, they are not prioritized over socio-ecological
goals and targets. For PPP to adopt these ecological strategies, stakeholders will need to en-
gage in co-creation and participatory strategies with residents and other local stakeholders.

3.2.2. Biodiversity Loss and Land Conversion

Biodiversity and land conversion are two PB’s that are central to housing development
and have transcended beyond just being a safe space for humanity [4]. For instance, land
use policy can impact housing provision through incentives and restrictions [78]. In this
case, the two PB’s are combined since they are innately interconnected. This implies that
first order effects in land conversion might cause second order effects for biodiversity
and vice versa [79,80]. By far the smallest issue, touched on by a mere five (20%) of the
articles in the review, biodiversity and land conversion, has three themes. These are:
anthropocentrism, collaboration, and inaction and divestment. In all, and because they are
a criticism of PPP involved in housing development, these themes are deduced from five
arguments put forward by the authors in the review (as in Table 8).

Table 8. Arguments for the construct of “Biodiversity and land conversion in housing development”.

No. Themes Sources
Argument for Biodiversity and Land

Conversion

1. Anthropocentrism [50,56,59] Residents need for green space [50,56,59]

2. Collaboration [56,59] Stakeholder involvement important [56]
Co-management in urban forestry [59]

3. Inaction and
divestment [51,57,59]

Biodiversity and land use are subjects of
inaction [57,59]

Avoid divestment of land by
municipalities [51]

Concerning anthropocentric needs, Olsson et al. [50] recognize a need among resi-
dents for green space in, or near, their neighbourhoods. Here, access to green space is
underpinned by both social and ecological arguments (see also Table 3). Nevertheless,
with regards to urban farming and food production, green spaces such as community
gardens only have a marginal contribution to sustainable development in the city in terms
of instrumental value [56]. Nevertheless, there is still support for the idea of creating and
developing community gardens to further contribute to sustainable development, Bonow
and Normark [56] (p. 515) suggest

...municipalities and housing companies should also focus on knowledge support, as well
as providing some physical prerequisites for growing (access to water, etc.).

In addition, for community gardens to become more sustainable with regards to food
production, Bonow and Normark [56] suggest the involvement of stakeholders from NGO’s,
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the municipality, and housing companies to facilitate the processes further. This is evidence
that there is a potential role for PPP to play in this context. Similarly, Fors et al. [59] (p. 54)
discover once again the importance of collaboration (see Table 6), and

...emphasizes the need for continuous municipality-resident communication, including
municipal guidance, inspiration and control.

However, community gardens [56], and public woodland also have a well-documented
recreational value for both present as well as future generation residents [59]. Therefore,
green areas have, as noted above (Table 3), an even greater significance for social sustain-
ability.

When it comes to biodiversity and land conversion, human intervention in nature
is in focus, while the enrichment and preservation of species (biodiversity) and nature
in human “space” are less common [59]. In urban climate transition, it is common with
inaction with regards to biodiversity, forestry, and agriculture while most focus tends to go
to energy solutions and activities [57]. Fors et al. [59] suggest that this aspect needs further
research to find solutions that benefit both biodiversity and the urban environment. A case
from Finland shows that when a municipality sells public land to housing developers, it
loses control over both its use in terms of urban farming and recreation (biodiversity) as
well as housing prices. Hyötyläinen and Haila [51] (p. 144) were critical of this kind of
development in a project in Finland; Helsinki

... Eiranranta was an experiment by the City to test the upper end of the housing market
we can just hope this experiment does not lead to more selling off of public land.

In conclusion, human needs are today the priority and the guiding principle for PPPs
when converting land for housing development, while biodiversity and land conversion
are not that prioritized. In order to create a sustainable city, all of these three aspects, human
needs, biodiversity and land use, will need to be prioritized by the PPP in an equal manner.
Municipalities and the PPP need, thus, to avoid selling land and falling into inaction with
regards to biodiversity and the segregation of whole communities and their neighbour-
hoods negating the possibility of creating a harmonious urban environment. Housing
companies, municipalities, NGOs, housing associations, and residents are recommended
to collaborate and participate in safeguarding nature and the city’s ecosystems.

4. Discussion

Given the fact that the complexity of sustainability in the urban environment often
exceeds the capacity of an individual organization [6,7], the potential role of PPP in sustain-
able urban development and renewal was investigated and found to be crucial. Applying
the DE model [5], the systematic literature review shows how housing development can
become more sustainable if certain identified issues and themes are brought to the attention
of, and internalized by, the PPP in the future.

However, to meet the needs of local housing development in the Nordic context, the
DE model needs further revision [5]. Scaling down from PBs and SDGs to local problems
such as inequalities is, however, not a trivial task. To this end highlighting features of “ . . .
the harmonious evolution of civil society, fostering an environment that encourages social
integration, with improvements in the quality of life for all segments of populations” [81]
(p. 19) was essential.

Moreover, consideration was taken of the fact that the DE model focuses on countries
irrespective of their political systems. As it stands, the ecological foundation of the DE
model disregards differences between places. However, the Nordic-countries are repre-
sentative democracies characterized by parliamentarism and the condition of moderate
scarcity [82], and with increasing spatial segregation in mind, some issues such as gender
equality, political voice, and education are aspects of social sustainability that still remain
problematic in a democracy. Likewise, with climate change in mind, an open mind is
essential concerning the issues of food, water, and energy, which do not appear to be
a major concern for social sustainability in the Nordic countries. Similarly, a reflection
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on which aspects of ecological sustainability PPP can and cannot influence needs to be
undertaken. For instance, ocean acidification or phosphorus loading seem to be beyond its
reach. For this reason, a holistic and systemic point of view was applied [42,83]. Thus, the
DE model and all its issues are applied and left open for discussion.

4.1. Participation and Collaboration

First and foremost, the authors find that broader participation and more inclusive
collaboration in PPP is crucial if cities in the Nordic countries are to move in the direction of
sustainable housing development. These two themes constitute a common denominator for
achieving both types of sustainability. They also constitute a key argument for reforming
PPP. For instance, PPP needs to reconsider the importance of residents’ preferences by
promoting their participation in the development and renewal of urban areas. Furthermore,
PPP needs also to move beyond present collaboration to new forms such as co-creation with
residents and other community actors. From the point of view of the reviewed research,
this would counteract and circumvent the current negative effects of neoliberal housing
strategies. It is also a way to mitigate climate change and spatial segregation as well as
contribute to more access and biodiversity in the city. Mang and Reed [84] corroborate this
view when they too show that a participatory design is an effective and systemic strategy
to engage residents and maintain trajectory toward a sustainable and regenerative society.

4.2. Justice and Social Networks

Justice is the first big issue in the review (see Table 2). Winston and Eastaway [85]
corroborate this. They say that social sustainability is about guaranteeing equal opportuni-
ties in new housing development [85]. This research shows that justice as fairness can be
expressed in the micro context of the neighbourhood in terms of adequate domestic living
space, affordable housing, and resistance to crime and in the macro context of the city in
terms of reduced social spatial segregation [86]. It is clear from the review that the research
community, governments, and their national policies, as well as international treaties need
to deliberate the power that the joint forces of PPP are wielding. The question at issue,
with the future city in mind, is if these stakeholders are willing to cede their power to
better serve the people. Hence, if the PPP is to take heed to the issue of justice, it needs to
understand, with the case of Kvillebäcken addressed by Thörn and Holgersson [40], how it
can avoid destigmatization processes. In essence, PPP has the potential to buttress the city’s
need to live in tune with its society and environment. Ultimately, a greater understanding
of the power dynamic of PPP in sustainable housing development is needed to achieve this.

The importance of stretching and deepening participation and collaboration is most
evident in the issue of social networks, which is also touched on by many researchers in
the reviewed articles (see Table 1). The review reveals that there is a need for cultivating
networks made up primarily of people, non-profit civic organizations, and PPP [76]. For
this kind of public-private-people partnership (PPPP) to come about researchers say that
current structures need to transcend social strata, thus, bridging the distance between di-
verse groups in society [54,57,69]. Another argument for bringing different actors together
under the umbrella of PPPP is that it encourages dialogue [74].

One major discrepancy was found between the issues intrinsic to the DE-model and
the reviewed articles (see Figure 3), on the one hand, and the UN’s universal SDG 11 and
its subgoals, on the other. In the review the spotlight was on social networks and justice.
However, in the subgoals of SDG 11, neither social network nor justice are addressed to
any greater length (see Table 1). This is an interesting finding since most researchers in the
review regard these issues as the main weaknesses of the housing development PPP. This
is unsurprising since the authors are not applying all SDGs to the case of PPP in housing
development. This implies that even if PPP adhered to the goals of SDG 11, it would still
need to address all the SDGs and PBs to tackle the sustainability challenges that future
cities are facing.
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Figure 3. The potential of PPP with regard to the localized DE-model.

4.3. Superimposing Local Context Isssues on the DE Model

The method applied here shows that there are a number of similarities and differences
between the character of the same issues that connect the global model of sustainability
to the harsh reality of the local context now superimposed on Figure 3. Social equity,
justice, social networks, climate change, and biodiversity loss and land conversion are good
examples of issues that are heavily criticized and, thus, change character by expanding
into multiple themes at the local level of the PPP, while political voice is a good example
of an issue that does not change character after transcending the global-local divide.
Nevertheless, this implies only that local researchers amplify DE model theorists’ calls for
more participation and citizenship, which the authors of this review maintain that PPP has
the potential to achieve. The connection that bridges the PPP-sustainability divide is still
weak and needs to be strengthened in accordance with the review’s results.

Concerning the PPP-sustainability gap, it is obvious that issues that underpin the
future city’s social foundation such as gender equality, health, education, income and work,
food, water, and energy need to be addressed more in-depth in housing development
in the Nordic countries. Consideration also needs to be taken of the gap in housing
development’s ability to tackle issues related to the future city’s ecological ceiling such
as freshwater withdrawals, nitrogen and phosphorous loading, chemical pollution, ocean
acidification, ozone layer depletion, and air pollution (Figure 3).

4.4. A Holistic and Systematic Approach

A major concern for researchers is that the gap identified in the modified DE-model
(Figure 3) cannot inform about those issues the review did not explicitly mention such as
food (apart from community gardens) and ocean acidification. Noteworthy is that energy
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and water seem in the Nordic countries to be an ecological problem not a social one. What
can be said, however, is that there is a lack of research in the reviewed literature on how
PPP can tackle these issues.

For the city to become sustainable, PPP will need to adopt a holistic point of view
and address more sustainability issues. For instance, one of the issues that is missing from
the repertoire of PPP is pollution. Lowering chemical pollution in construction through
reusable and recycled materials [87] or densifying the city to mitigate air pollution [88]
are two strategies that PPP has the capacity to influence or adopt. Using the same line of
holistic reasoning concerning health, PPP housing development needs to guarantee access
to public green space, even if it is concentrated in areas of dereliction [85].

5. Conclusions

First, if the collaborations that constitute PPP are to be used to develop cities, their
responsibility must go far beyond developing housing. For PPP to contribute to future
sustainable urban development and renewal, they will need to address both social and
ecological issues in a more systematic, participatory, and collaborative manner. Adding a
fourth P, people, to PPP might be a first step in the right direction for this to transpire.

The second concerns the application of the DE model. This review article shows
that the DE model can be used in a normative sense, that is, to test the scope and depth
of local collaborations such as PPPs and reflect on international treaties such as SDGs.
The application of the DE model in this article is a proof of concept that reveals both the
shortcomings of PPP and SDG 11. The revised DE model transcends beyond the notions
of sustainable development expressed in SDGs to create a more social and ecological
sustainable city. It can also be applied to various forms of collaboration with a focus on any
of its DE model’s issues.

Third, the DE model reveals the need for a better connection between global sustain-
ability and the PPP´s potential to address certain issues such as justice and contribute
to the sustainability of the future city, appeal to its communities, and move beyond the
limitations of SDG 11. The DE model also reveals a gap in terms of the issues not touched
on in the reviewed research that must be addressed after the mentioned connection is
strengthened.

Fourth, and based on the results, it was found that only seven of the 21 issues touched
on by the DE model are covered by the reviewed research. Another result reveals that PPPs
in this study are always being criticized and mostly for their lack of social sustainability.
This undermines the social foundation of the future city and its communities. What is also
striking is the fact that the two main issues, justice and social networks, touched on by
most researchers in the review are those not covered by SDG 11. In essence, a new gap in
knowledge becomes apparent in a comparison of the DE-model with the subgoals of SDG
11. Consequently, the PPP has not yet tackled the full spectrum of the social foundation
of sustainability, as depicted by Raworth [5] and Stopper et al. [76] in the DE model. In
fact, as it stands, it seems to ignore gender equality, and neither does it appear to promote
education, guarantee income, and work nor cater for the health of residents.

Fifth, based on suggestions from researchers in the review, new planning perspectives
that include residents’ and developers’ preferences ought to be adopted by the stakeholders
that constitute the PPP if future housing development is to be built upon a solid foundation
of social equity. They imply that this will not be possible if the PPP continues to rely on
current neoliberal justifications. To reiterate, these arguments also suggest that citizenship
can easily be applied to the context of housing development. Moreover, a focus on citizen-
ship can identify what the concerned researchers perceive as shortcomings in the PPP’s
ability to engage, or listen to, residents concerning the development of housing in the city’s
neighbourhood landscape. In sum, the issue of justice, or housing development as fairness,
is predominantly a reaction to what scholars perceive as a radical, harmful, aggressive, and
socially unsustainable neoliberal housing policy.
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Furthermore, another cohort of the small research community expressed the need for
more robust social networks that coincides with the aspirations of in focus in the study.
They argue for the promotion of the idea of social inclusion and participation in what
they term as the existing urban governance structure. As mentioned earlier, this may
be a solution to the policy schizophrenia referred to by Schultz Larsen and Delica [71].
Researchers also suggest that for PPP to tackle the complex challenges of climate change,
both mitigation and adaptation strategies need to be addressed simultaneously. Human
needs are today the priority and the guiding principle for PPPs when tackling issues of
justice, climate change, and converting land for housing development. Finally, and in order
to create a sustainable city, all of these issues will need to be prioritized by the PPP in an
equal manner.

6. Limitations and Future Research

Finally, and highlighting some current limitations of this study, the article does not
address the positive aspects of PPP. Instead, focus was on deriving its future potential
to achieve sustainability in the city from critical accounts in the literature. Therefore, the
authors only focused on criticism of current PPP policy goals in the Nordic countries.
The analysis is also limited to seven issues and can only scratch the surface concerning
the significance of the remaining 14 issues. For instance, just because current research
(2015–2021) does not mention education, pollution, and water, it does not imply that PPPs
are avoiding these issues.

Our article has some implications that need to be addressed by future research. Firstly,
the research community needs to know if PPP has the necessary and sufficient institutions
to go from potentiality to actuality and from being an isolated problem-solver to becoming
a systematic and inclusive player, an avant-garde, in tackling urban unsustainability.
Secondly, it is important to determine what facilitates or hinders the movement of PPP
towards sustainability. In essence, what will it take for the stakeholders that constitute
PPP to get on-board and engage in the process of enabling a transition toward a more
sustainable future city? Finally, future research is recommended to find more ways to
apply the DE model to the varying contexts of the city and support the transition toward a
sustainable urban development.
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Abstract: In both policy and research, civic engagement and citizen participation are concepts com-
monly used as important dimensions of social sustainability. However, as migration is a global
phenomenon of huge magnitude and complexity, citizen participation is incomplete without con-
sidering the political and ethical concerns about immigrants being citizens or non-citizens, or ‘the
others’. Although research on citizen participation has been a frequent topic in local government
studies in Sweden, the inclusiveness and exclusiveness of terms used in the context of local political
engagement, which are addressed in this article, has not received attention. This article examines the
Swedish case by analyzing information provided by the Swedish Association of Local Authorities
and by websites of all 290 municipalities as well terms used in selected research publications on local
participation. Additionally, this article studies the effectiveness of municipal websites in providing
information to their residents about how they can participate in local democracy. The results show
that the term citizen is commonly and incorrectly used both by local authorities and the Association.
The article concludes that the term citizen is a social construction of exclusiveness and the use of the
term citizen should be avoided in political and civic engagement except for the limited topics that
require formal citizenship.

Keywords: local political engagement; citizen; citizenship; resident; inclusiveness; exclusiveness

1. Introduction

“Democracy Day” is a yearly event organized in Sweden by Swedish Association of
Local and Regional Authorities (SALAR). While attending this event in 2018, an elected
official from the municipality of Vänersborg explained that the word citizen is outdated:
“We have members of the council who are not Swedish citizens. There are those who
feel excluded when the term ’citizen dialogue’ is used instead of, for example, ‘resident
dialogue’. In my opinion ‘dialogue’ should be enough”. This conversation triggered my
interest in the inclusion–exclusion dimension of participation.

In the broad sustainability discourse, concepts such as ‘place identity’, ‘physical
and social integration’, and ‘participation’ are common buzzwords signifying different,
though often overlapping, targets for policy and research [1,2]. In this context of ‘sustain-
abilities’ and regardless of exact specification, local authorities are crucial actors stating
their quest for healthy, equitable, and economically sustainable communities. Many local
initiatives taken under the sustainability flag have a strong flavor of deliberation, commu-
nication, dialogue, and consensus, thus implying civic engagement is a key dimension in
the implementation of sustainable development [3,4]. Thus, ‘citizen participation’/’public
participation’ is commonly considered crucial for achieving ‘social sustainability’ in an
urban/local context [5–7]. It is also argued that participation is important for successfully
monitoring social development goals [8].

This article addresses the encouragement of public political engagement at the local
level, including the inclusiveness aspects of terms used in targeting the public and for la-
beling instruments for participation. This article also provides comprehensive information
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about different forms of participation. Sweden provides an interesting case because it is
characterized by a high level of digitalization, a long tradition of development of citizen
participation, and a high percentage of residents with foreign backgrounds.

Participation emphasizes the importance of citizens being active, not only at the time
of elections but also in the intervals between elections. Researchers find that participation
increases people’s political self-confidence, their trust in the political system, and their
understanding of the common good [9–14]. There is also a widespread agreement that
including citizens will increase both the efficiency and legitimacy of government. Citi-
zen participation is therefore loudly praised by decision-making authorities at all levels,
national and local, and even the transnational level, such as the EU.

Parallel to the long-standing interest in citizen participation, the world-wide number
of refugees and people in refugee-like situations is increasing exponentially. The UN
Refugee Agency estimates that there were 80 million Forcibly Displaced People worldwide
at mid-2020 [15]. Sweden has a long history of immigration. Recent immigration peaked in
2016 [16], which brought rapid changes in the population structure and especially to the
growing number of residents who are not citizens in a legal sense. These changes have
been noticed by the Swedish Contingency Agency (MSB).

During Emergency Preparedness Week in June 2018, the Swedish Contingency Agency
sent out the brochure If Crisis or War Comes—Important information for the population of Sweden
(Om krisen eller kriget kommer -Viktig information till Sveriges invånare) to all households
in Sweden [17]. This brochure is now available online, with translations into three of
Sweden’s five minority languages (Finish, Meänkieli, and Sami) and into other languages
such as Arabic, English, Farsi, French, and Russian, as well as a simplified Swedish version.
The objective of this brochure was to prepare the people who live in Sweden for the
consequences of anything from serious accidents such as extreme weather and IT attacks
to—in the worst-case scenario—war. Similar communications were distributed in 1943,
1952, and 1961. Common to all these earlier editions was the reference to war, whereas
the current edition (2018) states ‘crisis or war’. More striking is the change in the terms
used for the target group: people living in Sweden. In all earlier editions (1943, 1952, and
1961) citizens were explicitly addressed, while the edition from 2018 addresses residents
in Sweden. This change in the term used in targeting people in Sweden is an example of
using more inclusive language at the national level.

How are ‘we’ as people currently living in Sweden addressed in the context of political
engagement and participation by authorities and by scholars at the local level? The present
article argues that there is a need to discuss the use of the term ‘citizen’ as a crucial issue
concerning who is included or excluded in a context when formal citizenship is not relevant.
As many residents in Sweden’s municipalities are not citizens in a legal sense, a growing
percentage of constituents can be excluded by the terminology used by local governments
on their websites.

Moreover, there are many different forms of citizen participation as a result of “par-
ticipatory engineering [18] and the ‘participatory revolution’ [19]. Local authorities may
increase public engagement by including an overview on their websites of the various par-
ticipation tools that are available in their municipalities. As [20] (p. 25) pointed out, ‘local
political leaders in Sweden are the most supportive to party-based electoral democracy—
and the most critical of participatory democracy—in Europe.’ Therefore, it is especially
interesting to investigate the comprehensiveness of information about opportunities for
local political engagement provided on websites of local governments in Sweden.

Three following questions, not explicitly addressed by the body of literature, are posed
in this article:

1. Are the local authorities encouraging political participation by giving comprehensive
information about different tools for participation and influence?

2. Is the Association of Local Authorities and Regions taking leadership for adjusting
democracy at the local level to the new reality in which an increasing number of
residents in Sweden are not citizens in a formal sense?

112



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7839

3. Are the local authorities using inclusive terms (resident) or exclusive terms (citizen)
on their websites?

By studying these questions, the article contributes to the literature in three ways.
Firstly, by focusing on the vocabulary used in democracy at the local level, the paper con-
tributes to the literature on political engagement and social inclusion, especially regarding
immigrants. Political participation is regarded as crucial for integration [21,22]. The use of
inclusive or exclusive terminology in local democracy can influence political integration of
non-citizen immigrants. Smith and Ingram [23] draw attention to ways that social groups
can be constructed by policymakers in positive or negative terms. Clyne [24] highlights an
important example of this language of exclusion that was used to divide the population of
Australia into ‘us’ and ‘them.’ Lane [25] found a similar phenomenon in Norway, where
the use of the exclusive term ‘ethnically Norwegian’ as a criterion of national identity led to
‘heated debate’ in media about the need for more inclusive identity categories suited for a
multilingual and multicultural society. Recently, Barcena, Read, and Sedano [26] published
their findings that show that inclusiveness of language in Language Massive Open Online
Courses (LMOOC) of elementary Spanish for refugee migrants has a positive effect not
only on migrants’ language learning but even on social inclusion.

Secondly, the article contributes twofold to the literature about local digital democracy.
Research shows that municipal websites can empower monitoring and participating in
local governments [27] and that online information can also mobilize individuals for
participation offline [28]. Notably, despite the growing number of e-democracy empirical
studies, scholars and local leaders have shown little interest in the comprehensiveness of
information on municipal websites that promotes both online and offline participation. The
article fills this gap by studying the information on Swedish municipalities’ websites. The
high level of digitalization [29] and a long tradition of citizen participation make Sweden
suitable for such study.

Thirdly, this article offers a novel methodology of using terms as indicators for in-
clusiveness. Within e-government research [30] and within practitioners’ work [31] in-
clusiveness is often addressed as accessibility in the context of digitalization. This article
broadens the view of digital inclusiveness in the time of growing migration by recognizing
that minorities can be excluded by the information that is made accessible to them.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. Section 2 describes the relation-
ship between local governments’ websites and democracy. Section 3 discusses citizenship
and participation in a normative theory context. Section 4 outlines the development of
citizenship regulation and lists instruments of participation in democracy at the local level
in Sweden. Section 5 examines the Swedish case: information and materials provided by
both the main actors within local participation, such as SALAR and local governments,
as well as selected research publications on participation at the local level. Section 6 con-
cludes that the term citizen is a social construction of exclusiveness and should not be
used in the context of any public participation or civic engagement that does not require
formal citizenship.

Method and Material

This article examines the inclusiveness of terms used by municipal webpages as well
as information and material provided on the webpage of SALAR. Municipal governments
and SALAR are Sweden’s primary actors that facilitate political engagement at the local
level. Additionally, this article reviews the terms used in selected research publications
regarding local participation before and after Sweden’s peak migration in 2016.

Digital inclusiveness is often addressed as accessibility, both within e-government
research [30] and by practitioners [31]. This narrow understanding of accessibility is a
response to the public nature of local authorities’ responsibilities; ‘[u]nlike organizations
in the private sector, government agencies have a charge to make their information and
services available to everyone’ [32] (p. 133). A growing number of residents in Swedish
municipalities are not citizens in a legal sense. Therefore, this article studies another
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dimension of inclusiveness: the terms that municipalities use to target individuals when
facilitating information about political and civic engagement on their websites.

Municipality is the common legal label for the 290 local self-government units in
Sweden, all of which currently provide information on their websites. At the time this
study was conducted, the information on these websites was usually structured under
6–8 main headings, which correspond with public services operated by the municipalities
such as schools, child and elderly care, utilities, housing, cultural and leisure activities,
etc. Under these main headings, more information is available under a lot of subheadings, as
shown in the Figure 1.

Figure 1. Example of main headings and subheadings on a municipal website.

Municipalities can make their information about means of participation easy to find
by providing a comprehensive subheading, which organizes and displays the detailed
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subheadings about specific opportunities for residents to participate. My findings below
suggest that a percentage of municipalities have already achieved this level of accessibility.

Content analysis been conducted on all municipal government websites between
1 October 2017 and 6 January 2018 using an evaluation questionnaire (see Table 1).

Table 1. The factors for analysis of the municipal websites.

Information about Participation Inclusiveness of Language

The absence of a subheading for
comprehensive information about different
tools for political participation and influence at
the local level under the subheading about the
local government and politics (as shown in
Figure 1).

The term used (citizen or resident):

∗ under websites’ subheading for means of
participation and influence

∗ when the authority offers dialogue as an
opportunity for participation
and influence.

It is important to keep in mind the complexity of a municipality. A municipality can
be seen as a geographic entity, an organization, and a political institution [33]. In relation
to their residents, a municipality acts often as a service provider and as an authority.
Residents are expected to meet public authorities and participate in politics, be taxpayers,
voters, employees in municipalities, and users of the public activities that have expanded as
Sweden’s welfare state has evolved [34]. The information provided by the municipalities on
their websites must meet this complexity. For example, to meet the growing interest among
local authorities in the user role of the residents [35], the websites of Swedish municipalities
commonly offer a function for accepting complaints as well as other suggestions about
their services. The present paper focuses on the information related to the local political
participation, i.e., the political agency of the residents. The user-related information and
functions available on the municipal websites are therefore excluded.

2. Local Governments Websites and Democracy

Local communities and municipalities are crucial for the development and main-
tenance of democracy. They play an increasingly important role in our everyday lives.
Research shows that people are closely connected to the local community and tend to be
more interested in their own neighborhood or municipality than to their region or the
whole country. Researchers also claim that the same pattern of local connection can be
seen in the use of the internet [36]. ‘Although the Internet is often seen as one of the big
examples of McLuhan and Power’s (1989) ‘global village’ concept, people using these
global technologies often do this on a local level’ [36] (p. 6). Many of the applications and
information retrieval concern the local level.

The fast development of digitalization and e-governance is creating a growing in-
terest in local authorities’ websites. Earlier examples of studies have focused on more
general questions such as public involvement [37], e-participation [38] and e-government [39].
More recently-conducted studies focus on more specialized issues, such as technology
acceptance [40]; local government transparency (Portugal) [27]; different determinants of adap-
tation (Turkey) [41], (Norway) [42]; information quality [43]; e-government evaluation mod-
els (Greece) [44,45] and use of social media, for example, Italy and Spain [46], South Af-
trica [47,48], and Western European municipalities [49].

In the beginning of the digital age, many scholars and practitioners thought that
the new ICTs would contribute to democracy by connecting citizens with politicians and
policy makers. This potential to enable citizens to communicate directly with government
remains largely unrealized. The local authorities’ websites tend to provide ample pub-
lic information: contact information for public officials, descriptions of the activities of
municipal departments, online council agenda minutes, and downloadable forms; thus,
a kind of ‘billboard’ of information [28]. Here, the difference between e-government and
e-democracy is relevant [50]. Generally, e-government deals with the passive provision of
information and online services to individuals and businesses. By contrast, e-democracy
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offers more active forms of public participation and engagement in decision making (for
example [39,44,51]. Using this distinction, local authorities seem to be more interested
in e-government than e-democracy; they primarily link the advantages of ICT with munici-
pal service provision, for example, local authorities’ websites provide information about
services and self-service [52,53].

Steyaert [36] has studied information on Flemish municipalities’ websites with regard
to residents’ different roles in the relationship to their municipality. Two of these roles
involve political engagement: the role as a voter and the role as an active citizen. The third
role is as a consumer or a client. The results of this study show that the municipalities
tend to reduce the residents to a consumer or client of the services of the municipalities.
‘The more political role of the resident, as a voter and especially as an active citizen, are
not supported by the municipalities or even completely ignored’ [36] (p. 15). It should be
noted that Steyaert’s research was published 20 years ago.

Municipal websites have changed since the beginning of the millennium. Now,
Swedish municipalities, like municipalities in general, address residents in their political
role with varying success. Still, population changes and new instruments for participa-
tion pose new challenges in addressing political engagement through local governments’
websites. In the Swedish context, Lidén [54] has studied the supply of e-democracy on
all municipalities using data between 2007 and 2009 as well as citizens’ demand for e-
democracy. The use of social media by municipalities has been studied by Klang and
Nolin [55], Larsson [56], and Lidén and Larsson [57]. None of these previous studies
has drawn attention to use of inclusive language on local government websites or to the
comprehensiveness of the information these websites offer. The present article aims to fill
these gaps.

3. Normative Theory Context: Citizenship and Participation

People have multiple social identities such as consumers, individual personalities,
employees, members, and citizens. The role of being a citizen is confusing as citizenship is
a widely contested concept (see [58] for a compilation). The literature presents different
conceptualizations and dimensions of citizenship. Important examples include civil, politi-
cal, and social citizenship [59]; state and democratic citizenship [60]; and, more recently, digital
citizenship [61], environmental citizenship [62], and local (urban) citizenship [63].

Many studies explain the components of citizenship as (i) legal status, (ii) political
agency, and (iii) membership in a political community [38,64,65].

When focusing on legal status and membership in a political community, citizenship
is primarily a state-centered function; it includes national belonging with its associated
rights and obligations. Britannica provides the following definition of citizenship [66]:

[ . . . ] relationship between an individual and a state to which the individual
owes allegiance and in turn is entitled to its protection. Citizenship implies the
status of freedom with accompanying responsibilities. Citizens have certain
rights, duties, and responsebilities that are denied or only partially extended
to aliens and other noncitizens reside ng in a country. In general, full political
rights, including the right to vote and to hold public office, are predicated upon
citizenship. The usual responsibilities of citizenship are allegiance, taxation, and
military service.

Accordingly, an individual can legally be a citizen of a state; individuals are not
citizens of other administrative entities, such as municipalities, communities, or cities.
Scholars identify two contradictory trends in the development of national citizenship: the
ability of migrants to gain citizenship is becoming less challenging in some ways but also
more challenging in other ways.

On the one hand, some political actors push for a liberalization of access to citizen-
ship [67]. Examples include improved and simplified opportunities to obtain citizenship
through registration; simplified naturalization rules, including the current period of resi-
dence; and recognition of multiple citizenship as some countries permit dual citizenship.
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On the other hand, ‘in the recent era of transnational population movements, national
governments have harnessed both new and existing instruments to (re)assert state authority
over the regulation of membership’ [68] (p. 1153). Several states have considerably tight-
ened access to citizenship and to permanent residence, and attitudes towards non-citizens
have hardened [69]. For example, in the UK, the right of asylum seekers to receive the
same benefits as settled citizens has been removed and replaced with reduced benefits [70].

While the path to citizenship is becoming less accessible, the value of citizenship is
becoming more significant. As Joppke [67] pointed out, in the time of mass immigration,
conflicts surrounding citizenship focus on the original meaning of citizenship as state mem-
bership. The tightening and loosing of citizenship rules are discussed by Mouritsen [71] in
light of the literature on citizenship in sociology and political science representing ‘post-
national’ critique and the rise of a global human rights regime [72]. The post-nationalization
can be seen as a ‘banalization’ of the status of citizenship’, and the new citizenship recog-
nition discourse and policy can be seen as a “way of denying, resisting or reversing this
post-national ‘banalization’” [71] (p. 91). Furthermore, the ‘banalization’ of the status of
citizenship is associated with two distinct developments [71]. One of them is the already
mentioned liberalization of citizenship acquisition, the second one is the diminished im-
portance of “material content and consequentiality of membership”. Denizenship [73]
is an example of the latter development, arguing that a state grants certain economic,
social, and (sometimes) partial political rights to long-term residents who are settled within
the state’s borders but do not possess its citizenship. Elena Dingu-Kyrklund [74], in her
paper on citizenship, migration, and social integration in Sweden, described that in the
Swedish context, a resident enjoys almost the same rights as citizens in social, economic,
and political terms, with some important exceptions. Thus “the citizenship issue, to a large
extent, has been a secondary issue; the main and most difficult concern for non-Swedes
remains that of immigration, which involves basic admission to and becoming officially
domiciled in the country” [74] (p. 3).

The renewed significance of citizenship is illustrated by states attempting to differ-
entiate more between the value of citizenship and mere residence, and in some countries
between permanent and temporary residence. Hansen [75] stressed that the material and
subjective value difference between citizenship and denizenship—permanent residence—
in fact remains considerable and may be increasing. Ten years after Hansen’s work,
Hegelund [76] provided additional examples from Scandinavian countries of increasing
differences between the rights of citizens and residents.

Moreover, not only having citizenship but even having the right citizenship becomes
important. Research focused on global inequalities emphasizes the importance of location
and its relationship with citizenship [77]. Citizenship and national location are the major
factors behind differences in individual income across the globe [78,79], and the rise of
a strategic-instrumental approach towards access to national citizenship [80,81] is not
surprising. By strengthening the difference between citizens and non-citizens, the COVID-
19 pandemic has influenced uses and meanings of citizenship in different ways, including
creating problems and strategic choices for individuals who hold multiple citizenships.

In addition to the emerging importance of membership, which increases differences
between citizens and non-citizen residents, nations also face the problem of the growing
number of stateless people. Millions of people are stateless, and an estimated 1.1 billion
lack legal identity documentation [82]. Since they are stateless, these individuals lack state
acknowledgement and are ‘often denied access to basic rights as education, healthcare,
freedom of movement, and access to justice’ [83] (p. 9). Scholars argue that territorial
presence, not recognized national membership, should be the basis for migrants who are
claiming rights [84,85] and should even be the basis for defining citizenship [86].

Citizenship is important for some forms of political agency. Voting and getting elected
in national elections are examples of the privileges restricted to citizens. While adult
citizens are entitled to vote in national elections even if they do not reside in the state,
noncitizens may not vote in national elections even if they do reside in the territory of the
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state. The decline in voting turnout in most advanced industrial countries [87,88] has led
leaders and scholars to focus on activating citizens between elections. The concept of citizen
participation has received much attention from different fields of study and is loudly praised
by decision-making authorities (see Bobbio [89] for an overview of different arrangements
for participation). There are various definitions of citizen participation. Verba, Scholzman,
and Brady [90] defined it as any voluntary action by citizens that is more or less directly
aimed at influencing the management of collective affairs and public decision making.
Arnstein [91] introduced a ladder of participation, from elemental to more in-depth partici-
pation (e.g., information, communication, consultation, deliberation, and decision making)
based on levels of interaction and influence in the decision-making process. Swedish
scholars have contributed to understanding the governing of participatory instruments
through studies of, among others, participants’ motives for participation [92], idealist
and cynical perspectives on the politics of citizen dialogues [93], invited participation
under pressure in a local planning conflict [94], and the rise of e-participation initiatives in
non-democracies [95]. In addition, Hertting and Kugelberg [96] shed light on the problem
of institutionalizing local participatory governance in relation to representative democracy.

The broad attention for strengthening participation is described by scholars as ‘par-
ticipatory engineering’ [18] and ‘participatory revolution’ [19]. Besides the meaning of
membership of a state, the term citizen is therefore commonly used for the political agency
in the context of political and civic engagement; some scholars are even pointing out
‘citizenship turn’: ‘[w]hatever the problem—be it a decline in voting, increasing numbers
of teenage pregnancies, or climate change—someone has canvassed the revitalization of
citizenship as part of the solution’ [97].

When most residents in countries were also citizens in a legal sense, the use of the
terms citizen and citizen participation was rather unproblematic. Now, however, no part
of the Earth is unaffected by migration, either as a country of origin or as a country of
destination. Therefore, when scholars or government authorities use the term citizen to
imply political beings with certain rights and obligations, this should raise serious concerns.

4. Citizenship and Local Participation in Sweden

4.1. Citizenship

For a long time, Sweden has been counted as a state with one of the more inclusive
citizenship regulations [74,98]. This legislation has evolved over time in close cooperation
with other Nordic countries; it started at the end of the 19th century and continued after the
Second World War. For example, these joint discussions on citizenship led to adaptation of
new citizenship laws in Denmark, Norway, and Sweden in 1950 [98].

Both EU-integration and globalization influenced a number of modifications that were
made to Swedish legislation; among others, the positions within the Swedish bureaucracy
and judiciary that should be restricted to citizens were reduced to very few positions.
Only some top positions in the judicial system (judge, prosecutor) and some few top ad-
ministrative positions still require Swedish citizenship. Others, such as ordinary judicial
and related positions (lawyers, jurors) that previously had required Swedish citizenship,
are now no longer restricted. This inclusiveness towards non-citizen residents separated
Sweden from other Nordic countries; the revised Citizenship Act, adopted in 2001, was
the first codification that was not based on Nordic cooperation [74]. The liberalization of
citizenship rules has been more far-reaching in Sweden than in other Scandinavian coun-
tries [98]. For example, acceptance of dual citizenship was introduced in Sweden almost
two decades before Norway [99]. The main landmarks in the development of Swedish
citizenship legislation are presented in Table 2. The Swedish legislative process begins
with the appointment of a specialized committee that is given a mandate to investigate
the question to be legislated. This committee produces a report with a suggestion for new
legislation, a so-called SOU or Ds. SOU—Sveriges Offentliga Utredningar (Sweden’s Public
Investigations); Ds—Departements serien (Ministry series, a smaller, shorter form of public
investigations handled within the ministry in question) [74].
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Table 2. Development of legislation of Swedish citizenship with a focus on acquisition of citizenship and participation.
Partly based on [74,98].

Year Legislation and/or Committee Report
Effect on Acquisition of Citizenship and Participation in

Sweden

1894 Citizenship Act

1924 Citizenship Act

New naturalization conditions: (1) be over 21 years of age, (2)
have accumulated 5 years of domicile in Sweden, (3) have
exhibited good conduct, and (4) demonstrated a capability to
provide for himself and his family.

1950 The 1950 Act (1950: 382) on Swedish
citizenship

Established common immigration policies across Scandinavia
that allowed selected rights to immigrants.

1976 SOU 1975:15 [100]
Municipal suffrage for immigrants

The electoral reform gave electoral rights to foreign citizens who
had lived at least 3 years in Sweden.
The three-year waiting period for citizens from EU countries,
Iceland, and Norway was abolished [101].

1976

A major reform of the naturalization rules in Sweden: the waiting
time for Naturalization was shortened from 7 to 5 years, and to
2 years for Nordic citizens.
The residence request for acquisition by notification was
shortened from 10 to 5 years.

2001
Revised Swedish Citizenship Act (2001: 82)
SOU 1999:34 [102]
Swedish Citizenship

Acceptance of dual citizenship

2013 SOU 2013: 29 [103]
Swedish citizenship

The definition of the meaning of Swedish citizenship: ‘Swedish
citizenship is the most important legal relationship between the
citizen and the state. Citizenship involves freedoms, rights and
obligations. It is a basis for Swedish democracy and represents a
significant link with Sweden.’
Annual Citizenship ceremonies for new Swedish citizens should
be held by municipalities.

2021
SOU 2021:2 [104]
Requirements or knowledge of Swedish and
social studies for Swedish citizenship

Pending

Swedish regulations regarding citizenship ensure that a resident enjoys almost the
same rights as a citizen—in social, economic, and political terms [74]. Two notable excep-
tions are: ‘[ . . . ] the right to vote in national elections and, especially the unrestrained,
inalienable right to reside, which are still exclusively reserved for citizens’ (p. 8).

Residents with a foreign background represent a growing share of the population in
Sweden. Similarly, the number of applications for citizenship is also growing, as shown in
Table 3. Foreign background includes foreign-born and domestic-born with two foreign-
born parents. Before 2001, even domestic-born with one foreign-born parents was consid-
ered as foreign background [105].
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Table 3. Granted application on citizenship [106].

Year Granted Applications Share of Population with a Foreign Background (%)

2000 data not available 14.5

2010 28,100 19.1

2011 33,112 19.6

2012 46,377 20.1

2013 46,849 20.7

2014 38,890 23.5

2015 44,209 22.2

2016 56,037 23.2

2017 65,611 24.1

2018 61,309 (* 93,261) 24.9

2019 74,924 (* 109,580) 25.5

2020 81,377 (* 119,728) data not available
* The number of submitted applications.

Unlike many others European countries, Sweden at present has no language or civics
tests for people applying for citizenship. There is, however, a good conduct clause require-
ment, and either a criminal record or unpaid debts can affect applications. Furthermore,
applicants need to have lived in Sweden for five years, or three if they are a cohabiting
partner of a Swedish citizen, before they can apply for citizenship. However, the Swedish
government has launched an inquiry that investigates how the law could be changed to
make it compulsory for applicants to pass a test on the Swedish language and civics to
get citizenship. The final report is to be presented by 1 July 2021, with the parts of the
report dealing with the language and civics tests presented 13 January 2021 [103]. The
Inquiry states that the purpose of the requirement is to enhance the status of citizenship
and promote an inclusive society. The Inquiry proposes that the Swedish Citizenship
Act (2001:82) should stipulate that knowledge of Swedish and civics is required for the
acquisition of Swedish citizenship. The knowledge requirement for Swedish citizenship
should cover people who have turned 16 but not 67 years. However, this requirement
should not apply to state-less persons born in Sweden who are under 21 or to Nordic
citizens who acquire citizenship through the provisions on notification in Section 18 and
Section 19 of the Citizenship Act. The citizenship test in civics should be based on a book
specially produced for the purpose. The book should contain knowledge needed to live
and function in Swedish society focusing on democracy and the democratic process and
it should be available for download in Swedish and ten immigrant languages in Sweden.
Additionally, the government is also looking into introducing a similar requirement for ob-
taining permanent residence. In sum, Swedish citizenship laws include both contradictory
trends: facilitating access to citizenship while also restricting citizenship.

4.2. An Overview of Forms for Participation

The Swedish constitution states that public power in Sweden is derived from the
people and there are three levels of domestic government: national, regional, and local.
Sweden is divided into 290 municipalities and 21 regions. In January 2020, the county
councils (landsting) of Sweden were officially reclassified as Regions (regioner). In addition,
there is the European level, which has acquired increasing importance following Sweden’s
entry into the EU.

The 1992 Swedish Local Government Act (LGA) regulated the division into municipal-
ities and county councils as well as the organization and powers of these municipalities and
county councils. The LGA states that all residents are members (a person who is registered
as a resident of a municipality, owns real property there, or is assessed for local income
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tax there is a member of that municipality [107]) in a municipality, not citizens. With the
new 2017 LGA, the county councils were changed into regional councils. The Swedish
Association of Local Authorities and Regions changed the name in Swedish (from Sveriges
Kommuner och Landsting (SKL) to Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner (SKR); n English
the name is SALAR, in both cases), and the county councils (landsting) of Sweden were
officially reclassified as Regions (regioner) in 2019. The LGA also contains rules for elected
representatives, municipal councils, executive boards, and committees. There is no hierar-
chical relationship between the local and the regional level since municipalities and regions
have their own self-governing authorities with responsibility for different activities.

In Sweden, like most countries, voting is a political act, limited at the national level
to members of the state. However, as it is shown in Table 2, since 1976 foreign citizens
who had lived at least 3 years in Sweden had electoral rights in municipal elections and in
elections to the county council assembly. This three-year waiting period was abolished for
citizens from EU countries, Iceland, and Norway in 1998 [104]. Bevelander and Spång [108]
refer to EUDO-Citizenship Observatory 2016 and emphasize that Sweden, Denmark, and
Finland are the most inclusive countries in Europe when it comes to voting rights for
non-EU citizens). Since 1970, elections for local and regional level representatives have
been held on the same day as the general election in Sweden.

The opportunity for public participation in planning and building processes has a
long-standing tradition and is obligatory and meticulously regulated in Sweden and other
Nordic countries [109]. However, this paper has been exclusively focused on other forms
of participation. It can be added that in the Swedish Planning and Building Act the term
‘citizen’ is not used, only ‘resident’ (boende).

In the beginning of this millennium, researchers and policy makers promoted new
initiatives to activate citizens between elections in Sweden [110] partly due to recommen-
dations from the first Commission on democracy. The final report of the Commission,
‘Sustainable Democracy. Policy for the Government by the People in the 2000s’ included a
number of proposals concerning local democracy and also stated that ‘every citizen must be
afforded greater opportunities for participation, influence and involvement.’ [111] (p. 243).
Furthermore, the Government Democracy Bill from 2001 [112] declared democracy as a
policy area of its own and encouraged the ‘municipalization of democracy’ [113] (p. 136).
The need for democratic expertise emerged along with the view that democracy is an
issue not only for political parties but also for the municipalities. A growing number of
municipal officials, ‘democracy operators’ [113] (p. 87) work to promote local democracy
with support from SALAR.

Table 4 depicts an overview of the formal instruments of participation in democracy
at the local level in Sweden. Voting, contacting politicians and attending public questions time
at council meetings are examples of traditional political acts at the local level. Citizen dialogue
and e-petition are examples of tools for participation. In 2006, the Swedish Association
of Local Authorities and Regions initiated a project to support both citizen dialogue and
e-petition as vital tools for civic engagement [114]. This Association has actively promoted
the citizen dialogue by producing a great deal of published information, working with
networks, conferences and awards, etc., thus acting as a ‘policy entrepreneur’ [93]. In
2015, 83 percent of Sweden’s municipalities and county councils (stated that they had
implemented some form of citizen dialogue [115].
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Table 4. Examples of formal instruments of participation in democracy at the local level in Sweden.

Instrument Requirements

National election Swedish citizen aged 18 or more, who is or
has been registered in Sweden

Voting (local election)

Citizens of other EU countries, Iceland, or
Norway who are registered in the
municipality or county
Citizens of other countries who have been
registered in Sweden for a minimum of
three years and are registered in
the municipality

Contacting politicians or local government officials none

Public question time at a council meeting none

Participation in citizen dialogue/resident dialogue
(medborgardialog/invånardialog) none

Proposing or signing a people’s initiative
(folkinitiativ) (instrument for direct democracy)
Introduced 1994, strengthened 2011

Residents with voting rights in the local
election

Submitting a “citizen proposal”
((medborgarförslag) *
Introduced 2002
This instrument has been regulated in LGA, which
gives it a special position among other
participatory instruments)

Members of the municipality, i.e.,
registered in the municipality

Proposing or signing an e-petition * Varied; residents (Västerås), registered
members (Haninge), everyone (Borås)

* depending on the availability of the instrument.

A common goal among the different forms of participation is activating voters between
elections. Another goal is to involve in local politics those without a legal right to vote,
such as children or residents with foreign backgrounds. In 2002, an instrument called
citizen proposal was introduced to target both goals. For local authorities that decided to
implement this instrument, the citizen proposal (CP) enables all residents who are registered
in a municipality, including those without a legal right to vote, to raise issues to the local
government regarding local areas of responsibility. The CP process was included in the
Local Government Act (LGA) on 1 July 2002, which gives this tool a special position
among participatory instruments. Other instruments, such as e-petitions and citizen
dialogues, produce suggestions that local representatives are not obliged to take into
account. According to the LGA, the citizen proposal should be processed to enable the
council to make a decision within one year of the date on which the citizen proposal was
tabled, and the processing of the CP should be described in the standing order for the
assembly. This instrument has spread to more than half of Swedish municipalities. In 2016,
188 (65%) of Sweden’s 290 municipalities had information on their websites about how
citizens can submit a citizen proposal [116].

Instruments for direct democracy are relatively weak in Sweden. Although Sweden
has been ranked as the ‘most democratic country’ in the world [117], there are limited
formal rights for direct civic participation [118]) and Sweden is instead characterized by a
lack of ‘referendum culture’ [119]. For example, since introduction in 1921 only 6 national
referendums have been held. Since 1977, institutionally initiated referendums have been
allowed to be held at local and regional levels [119], which have been regulated in the
LGA. The regulation of local and regional referendums has been changed twice during this
time. Due to inspiration from Finland, the people’s initiative has been introduced with the
constitutional amendment of 1994 and in the new Municipal Referenda Act [120]]. The
people’s initiative gives residents with voting rights the ability to initiate a referendum
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process by getting 5% of the population in a municipality to sign a petition. However, the
referendum would only be enacted if a majority of the municipal assembly approved of the
referendum. In practice, very few initiatives were forwarded by the local authorities to the
electorate for a consultative popular vote. The dysfunctionality of this tool led Sweden to
strengthen the people’s initiative with the constitutional amendment of 2011: only if 2/3 of a
municipal assembly opposed any specific people’s initiative could the referendum be de-
nied. This has led to several policy changes initiated by people referendums [121]. By 2018,
174 referendums initiated by people in 105 of 290 municipalities have been enacted [122],
i.e., the majority of municipalities have not yet achieved this form of participation.

In various international rankings, Sweden appears among the most advanced OECD
countries in terms of the level of digitalization of its society and economy. In the Digital
Economy and Society Index 2018, Sweden ‘ranks second regarding the use of Internet by its
citizens, third in terms of the use of Internet for transactional services (including banking
and shopping), and third in terms of individuals’ use of the Internet to send filled forms to
public authorities’ [29]. As there are different forms of participation as well as other online
options for giving suggestions to the municipality, local leaders can simplify participation
for their residents by providing an overview of participation tools using inclusive language.
Local government websites that provide clear, inclusive information about participation
can help residents to get involved in local politics. These aspects of the online information
of the municipal websites are studied in the present paper.

5. Terminology in the Swedish Case

5.1. Previous Research

As participation at the local level has gained attention from politicians and practition-
ers, different research projects in Sweden have studied participation. This section provides
a review of the terms used in examples of research publications before and after 2015 (see
Table 5). The year 2015 ‘was characterised by very strongly increasing numbers of people
seeking protection. In total, Sweden registered almost 163,000 new asylum applicants, more
than twice as many as during the year before, which had already marked a record’ [123]
(p. 4). In all the studied publications, both the term ‘resident’ and ‘citizen’ are used.

Two of these publications have ‘residents’ or ‘residents dialogue’ in the title. One
of them, ‘The future is already here. How residents can become co-creators in the city’s
development’ [124] is a book published by a research project about the interplay between
citizen initiatives (medborgarinitiativ) and invited participation in urban planning. Despite
including ‘residents’ in the title, most of chapters of this publication use the term citizen
as well as citizenship for the political agency. However, in two chapters written by Sten-
berg [124] the term resident is used, except in the general expression ‘citizens role in the
planning’ in the title of one of these chapters, and the introduction to the second chapter.

The other publication, published within a project about justice and socially sustainable
cities, is titled ‘The role and forms of resident dialogue The Västra Götaland region’s
consultation with civil society’ [125]. In this publication, the term ‘resident dialogue’ as
well as ‘resident’ are used considerably more frequently than ‘citizen dialogue’ and ‘citizen’,
but still not consistently and without any reflection on differences between these terms.
In a previous publication in the same project [126], the use of the term citizen dialogue (30)
in comparison to the term resident dialogue (3) was dominant. This indicates a purposeful
change in the choice of the vocabulary in the publication from 2015. The lack of discussion
on the differences between terms used in this publication is therefore even more striking.

In spite of those examples indicating some awareness of the terms used, an explicit
discussion of the inclusiveness/exclusiveness of the terms is lacking. Only two short
footnotes are included that address terminology: one footnote states that citizens and citizen
dialogue ‘should not be understood in a narrow legal sense but as synonymous with those
who live, stay and work in the city’ [127] (p. 4); and the second footnote highlights ‘the
linguistic challenge of using the term citizen in the time when more and more people are
living as non-citizens’ [128] (p. 77).
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Notably, there are no considerations on inclusiveness of language in the newly pub-
lished special issue of the Swedish planning journal Plan [128] on ‘Planning and democracy’.
The contributions by established scholars on participation and local governance do not
draw attention to resident terminology. ‘In PLAN, researchers and practitioners describe,
analyze and debate changing conditions and new challenges for community planning, new
working methods and the development of the profession. PLAN monitors municipal and
regional planning, regional policy, construction and housing policy, infrastructure, environ-
mental policy and international development trends, and highlights social consequences in
planning. PLAN makes room for new theoretical perspectives and young writers!’ [129].

By contrast, Wiberg [130] in her article ‘The political organization of citizen dialogue’
published at Stockholm center for organizational research (SCORE) mentioned the ex-
clusiveness of the term citizen dialogue and inclusiveness of the term resident dialogue as
not all residents are Swedish citizens. Wiberg also pointed out that several municipal-
ities (p. 7) have started to use the term resident dialogue instead of citizen dialogue, e.g.,
Halmstad municipality.

Table 5. Terms used in selected examples of publications on local public participation.

Stenberg et al.,
2013 [124]

Olofsson, 2015
[127]

Abrahamsson
et al., 2015 [125]

Jahnke et al., 2018
[131]

Plan 2021 [128]

Title

‘The future is
already here.
How residents can
become co-creators
in the city’s
development’

‘A research-based
essay on the
possibilities and
obstacles of
dialogue’

‘The role and
forms of resident
dialogue
The Västra
Götaland region’s
consultation with
civil society’

‘Management
system for better
citizen dialogue. A
study of the
management and
organization of
dialogue work in
the public
construction
sector’

‘Planning and
democracy’

Resident * 60 27 84 10 14

Citizen * 253 26 17 1 40

Resident dialogue 1 1 (references) 26 - -

Citizen dialogue 73 36 7 21 117

Reflection about
terms used

_ Footnote in
Summary: Citizens
and citizen
dialogue should
not be understood
here in a narrow
legal sense but as
synonymous with
‘those who live,
stay and work in
the city’ (p. 4)

_ _ Footnote in chapter
by Ingemar
Elander: Even the
word ‘citizen’ is a
linguistic challenge
today when more
and more people
are living as
non-citizens within
the national border,
they happen to be
in. ‘Refugees’,
‘asylum seekers’,
‘undocumented’,
‘unaccompanied
minors’, ‘illegal’,
‘irregular’, ‘the
others’, ‘nomads’,
and ‘invisible’ are
some of the
different names.
(p. 77)
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Table 5. Cont.

Stenberg et al.,
2013 [124]

Olofsson, 2015
[127]

Abrahamsson
et al., 2015 [125]

Jahnke et al., 2018
[131]

Plan 2021 [128]

Examples of the
use of the term
resident

* resident initiative
(p. 95)

* make residents
co-creators of
societal change
(p. 18)
* resource-poor
residents (p. 28)

* city residents
(p. 21)
* dialogue with
residents (p. 30)

* resident
involvement (p. 6)

* Citizen
participation is not
just about giving
residents the
opportunity to
participate in
digital platforms
(p. 84)
* dialogue between
residents and
planners (p. 104)

Examples of the
use of the term
citizen

* citizen initiative
(p. 81)
* democratic
citizen
participation
(p. 100)
* citizen
partici-pation
(p. 108)

* a politically
active citizen
between the
elections (p. 11)
* responsible
citizens (p. 40)
* the empowered
citizen (p. 40)

* citizen
democratic
influence (p. 31)
* low-abiding
citizens (p. 9)

* citizen
participation (p. 4)

* in our role as a
citizen (p. 105)
* dialogues
between
municipality,
citizens and
builders (p. 25)
* concerned
citizens (p. 23)

Other terms * people (p. 23) * People’s political
participation
(p. 112)

* persons
participation
(p. 19)

* different
inndividuals (p. 6)

* people (p. 8)
* people’s (p. 3)

5.2. The Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR)

The mission of SALAR is “to provide municipalities, county councils and regions
with better conditions for local and regional self-government. The vision is to develop the
welfare system and its services. It’s a matter of democracy.” The Association is involved in
promoting local democracy in Sweden, often acting as a ‘policy entrepreneur’ [92].

Democracy, leadership, governance (Ddemokrati, ledning, styrning) is one of the eight
main headings on SALAR’s website. As shown in Figure 2 SALAR uses the term citizen,
even when targeting people who wanted more information about the LGA, initiatives,
and referendums. In its publication on the strengthened ‘people’s initiative’, SALAR
refers to ‘citizens entitled to vote in the municipality or county council’) ‘röstberättigade
medborgarna i kommunen eller landstinget.’) [132] (p. 2). The Association uses this citizen
term despite the aforementioned fact that citizenship is not required in order to vote in
local elections. Similarly, in a platform for discussion and standard setting “Ten factors for
‘good local democracy’”, SALAR explains that citizen participation is one of the factors,
thus referring to municipal residents as citizens.

Figure 2. Targeting people who need or want more information about the LGA and instruments
for local participation (own translation: Citizens in Sweden who have questions about the Local
Government Act, people’s initiative, referendum).
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In their efforts to support municipalities and regions, SALAR conducts different
surveys and comparisons. Some surveys are related to democracy issues such as the
Democracy Barometer (Demokratibarometer) and Information for All (Information för alla).
The survey Information for All was conducted yearly between 2009 and 2017, with around
250 questions regarding different municipal services (preschool, elementary school, high
school, elderly care, individual and family care, disability care, building and living, streets,
roads and environment, permits, business and more, non-profit sector, culture and leisure,
and business), as well as transparency and influence, and municipal websites’ search
functions. SALAR reports that these surveys have ‘significantly contributed to developing
websites of the municipalities based on citizen perspectives’ and ‘the results have improved
year by year’ [31] [p. 5). The majority of questions asked in Transparency and Influence
(see Appendix A) are about what information the website users can access; there are few
questions about how the information is available or for whom (audio, sign language, other
languages, web TV, etc.). There are no questions about websites’ description of the means
for political engagement and participation. SALAR also conducts studies on various issues,
including participation and democracy, among others. Similarly, SALAR’s study about
the people’s initiative [121,133] focused on whether websites’ users could find information
about specific people’s initiatives that are in progress in the municipality; this study did
not ask if websites explain that residents have a right to initiate a new referendum.

5.3. Local Government Websites

The entire territory of Sweden is divided into 290 local self-government units. All of
these local units provide information on their websites. The results of content analysis of
these websites are presented below.

5.3.1. Main Subheading for Participation and Influence

A vast majority of municipalities’ websites include some heading related to local
politics, often Municipality and Politics (Kommun and politik). Surprisingly, only 71 precent of
municipalities provide a comprehensive subheading for the means of participation under
their heading related to local politics. Table 6 depicts the topics in these subheadings that en-
courage residents to engage in local politics. ‘Influence’ and ‘dialogue’ are most frequently
used. The choice of the term ‘influence’ can be explained by its explicit correspondence to
agency. A possible explanation for the term ‘dialogue’ can be the strong establishment of
‘citizen dialogue’ as an instrument for participation. Notably, some municipalities choose
to combine participation and making complaints about their services.

Table 6. Topics in subheadings for comprehensive information for participation and influence on
municipal websites.

Topic Share

Influence (Påverka) 43%

Dialogue (Dialog) 36%

Democracy (Demokrati) 8%

Insight Access (Insyn) 5%

Appealing a decision (Överklaga) 1%

Others 6%

Under the subheading for comprehensive information, the local governments list
different forms of participation. Which forms are listed varies. The variation partly
depends on the decision by the local authority to introduce instruments such as citizen
proposals or e-petition. Very few, only 5%, of all municipalities provide information about
their residents’ right to use the ‘people’s initiative’.

In some few cases, municipal websites organize the online content under this com-
prehensive subheading by roles instead of actions; for example, there are subheadings for

126



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7839

councilors (fullmäktigeledamot), elected officials (förtroendevald), citizens (kommunmed-
borgare), and municipality residents (Hudiksval).

5.3.2. Targeting Residents

Municipalities can activate their residents by explicitly including residents and par-
ticipation options on their municipal websites. As such, the analysis presented below
includes two aspects of targeting residents on local websites. The first aspect focuses on
how residents are targeted under the subheading for comprehensive information about
participations tools. The second aspect focuses on what term is used when the authority
offers dialogue as an opportunity for participation.

Under Subheading for Participation and Influence

As shown in Table 7 the term ‘citizen’ is used by 32 percent of municipalities. Some
communities are addressing their residents as ‘You a citizen’ for example ‘You a citizen in
the city of Gothenburg’. Other communities use the term ‘municipal citizen’ (kommun-
medborgare) (e.g., Håbo, Bengtsfors).

Table 7. Terms used to address residents.

Terms Share

Citizen (medborgare, kommunmedborgare) 26%

You (du) 22%

Resident (invånare, kommuninvånare) 21%

Mixed (both resident and citizen) 6%

None 24%

Citizen or Resident Dialogue

The term citizen dialogue (medborgardialog) dominates under the subheading for
information about participation and influence or the main heading for local politics; only
8 municipalities use the subheading resident dialogue (invånardialog). Moreover, some mu-
nicipalities also published a steering (policy) document on the process of citizen/resident
dialogue (Bollebygd, Forshaga). Notably, in some few cases, such a document is offered
even when a clear subheading for the dialogue as an instrument for participation is missing
(Västerås stad, Lilla Edet, Vänersborg). The publishing of these policy documents can be
the result of the SALAR’s efforts to support municipalities with development of citizen
dialogue as instrument for participation, where the local authorities focus on development
of steering document for the use of municipal officials but fail to provide clear information
for the residents.

6. Discussion: Local Political and Civic Engagement for Citizens or for Residents?

Citizenship is a political concept familiar to the majority of people that connotates
membership in a particular country. The term citizen is also well established in the context
of participation as citizen participation. Norris [134] has developed the concept of ‘critical
citizens’ to describe the long-term trend of people becoming more critical to the political
systems. In times when immigration and multiculturalism pose new questions about
citizenship, it is time to be critical about the use of the term ‘citizen’ in political and civic
engagement. National elections continue to require a legal distinction between citizens and
non-citizen residents, but many other forms of participation do not require this divisive
distinction. Citizenship is a term that is too narrow and exclusive: populations are changing,
and hardening boundaries between citizen and non-citizens are contributing to growing
exclusiveness in the terms citizenship and citizen. Kuwait provides an extreme example of
the importance of replacing the term “citizen” with more inclusive language, as citizens
only comprise 32% of the population. Mirchandani, Hayes, Kathawala, and Chawla [135]
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use the term “resident” instead of “citizen” in their article on preferences for e-government
services and portal factors. As Bosniak [84] and Ochoa Espejo [85] pointed out, territorial
presence should be more central than national membership, i.e., people should be seen as
residents, not as citizens.

The use of the term citizen participation and citizen for political agency, as established
both among scholars and local authorities, is no longer appropriate. Civic participation
problems due to citizenship are stressed by the United Nations Department of Economic
and Social Affairs [136] (p. 47) in their report about social inclusion:

In diversified local environment, it is easier for many residents to identify with
the city where they live, work and interact, rather than the national state. In
policy discourse related to social inclusion, citizenship is frequently invoked . . .

Citizenship, by definition, is membership of a political community and includes
rights to political participation. There is a need for finding a way to allow
inclusion of all residents in a particular location so that none of them are excluded
or marginalized . . . A new construct of “membership” in cities may be considered
as a solution.

These problems concern formal issues related to citizenship, but as the citation in
the beginning of this article shows, and as pointed out by Clyne [24], words matter;
language is either more inclusive or less inclusive. Some local authorities in Sweden
have taken positive steps to switch their terminology from ‘citizen’ to ‘resident’ as in the
case of ‘resident dialogue’, which is also observed by other scholars [130]. The Swedish
Contingency Agency (MSB) has provided an example of inclusive language on the national
level [17]. Consequently, SALAR’s use of ‘citizen dialogue (including publication in English
(SALAR, n.d.)) and addressing residents in Sweden as ‘citizens’ in the context of local
democracy is therefore even more astonishing.

Moreover, it is problematic that some instruments for increased political participation
at the local level are labelled with ’citizenship’-related terminology, such as ‘citizen dialogue’
or ‘citizen proposals’. Sweden introduced citizen proposals to involve those without a
legal right to vote, such as children or residents with foreign backgrounds. Municipalities
are using the term ‘citizen proposal’ and then explaining in the information about the
instrument who can submit such proposals; often as ‘you who are registered in’ (e.g.,
Haparanda). However, some municipalities also tend to use the term ‘citizen’ in the
description of the instrument, as shown in the following examples: ‘Citizens, i.e., those
who are listed in the municipality, can submit (’medborgare, dvs de som är folkbokförda i
kommunen, kan lämna förslag på beslut till kommunfullmäktige’)’ (Hedemora); ‘ . . . via
citizen proposal, you as a citizen in the municipality of Hudiksvall can have influence on
that what happens in our municipality (’genom medborgarförslag kan du som medborgare
i Hudiksvallkommun vara med och påverka det som händer i vår kommun’)’. It can be
added that the term for initiatives in Swedish is ‘people’-based (folkinitiativ). In English
versions of public content, both citizens’ initiative and people’s initiative are used. Even
the Swedish term for the referendums is people-based (folkomröstning))

Citizenship can be seen as a socially constructed practice [70], and there is a growing
interest in understanding citizenship’s power as practice and status [137]. For example,
Dominelli and Moosa-Mitha [70] examined how social workers in practice addressed is-
sues of citizenship. In the field of participation in local politics, formal citizenship and
national voting qualification are not relevant. Municipal officials acting as ‘participatory
engineers’ [18] and ‘democracy operators’ [113] should therefore review their practice of
citizenship as it can influence the integration of immigrants. Martiniello [21] identifies four
dimensions of integrating immigrants in politics: acquiring rights; subjective identification
with the host society; adopting democratic values; and, finally, political participation.
Goodman and Wright [22] identified three stages of immigrant socio-economic and polit-
ical integration. The first order achievement is language and/or knowledge acquisition.
The second order achievement is functional navigation/meeting of immediate needs, for
example navigating the health care system. The third order achievement is membership
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in the polity, with civic navigation/identification with the polity. The participation of
immigrants in the political process is a vital aspect of the integration of immigrants into
their new society, enabling immigrants to become politically represented and to obtain
political equality [138].

7. Conclusions

The empirical focus of this paper was whether political engagement at the local level is
supported by using inclusive language and by clarifying online information about different
means for participation.

The first research question was whether local governments provide clear information
on means of participation between elections. Although the vast majority of their websites
have a heading about politics, few of them provide comprehensive information about
different means of participation, and the information about the instrument of ‘direct
democracy people’s initiative’ is exceptionally limited. Although SALAR [132] stresses that
clear information about how to participate between elections is important for getting people
involved in democracy at the local level, SALAR should also encourage municipalities to
provide such information on their websites.

The second research question asked if SALAR is taking leadership for the adjustment
of democracy to population changes in terms of who is and who is not a citizen. Although
SALAR is generally a ‘policy entrepreneur’ in the field of local political participation [93],
they still use the term citizen, both as an instrument for dialogue, and when targeting the
public and the residents in the municipalities. In this way, SALAR undermines its own mis-
sion. Thus, instead of helping municipalities engage all of their residents, they contribute
to marginalizing non-citizens who could otherwise actively contribute to local democracy.

The third and final research question concerned inclusiveness of terms used by local
authorities on their websites. According to findings, local governments address the mem-
bers of their municipalities in the context of political participation in different ways, for
example as ‘resident’ or ‘you’. Still, the term citizen is used by one third of municipalities.
Furthermore, as an instrument for dialogue the term citizen dominates; there are examples
of the use of ‘resident dialogue’, but they are few. In short, municipal leaders are also
excluding residents who have the legal right to participate in municipal actions.

Due to migration, population structures are rapidly changing in many countries
and a growing number of residents are non-citizens. As a consequence, the use of the
term ‘citizen’ in the context of any public participation or civic engagement that does not
require formal citizenship can be regarded as a social construction of exclusiveness. Local
government authorities and agencies, as well other actors working with local political
engagement, should thus be very careful about the term used both when explaining forms
of participation and when addressing their public or individuals.

Based on a study of 700 citizen dialogue projects in Swedish municipalities, a summary
publication [128] paints a nuanced picture of the pros and cons of resident involvement in
local politics (outside the local government formal decision-making agenda). One general
conclusion is that the dialogue is a baseline for residents to have a potential influence in
specific matters of policy-making. This kind of dialogue arrangement represents a kind of
‘mini-publics’ [139]. In line with this conclusion, SALAR should review its own use of the
term citizen, both when addressing Swedish residents—citizens or non-citizens in a formal
sense—at the local level and in its work with participatory arrangements. This association
of local and regional governments should also encourage its member municipalities to use
inclusive terms on their local websites and portals, especially when informing residents
about opportunities for local political engagement.

The study of civic-engagement-related information in this article is supply-oriented.
Future research should rather focus on the demand side, i.e., the residents. Invited partici-
pation opportunities will not have any impact unless residents are aware of their existence.
Future research should explore mechanisms of how residents acquire information about
participatory means available in their municipalities. For example, future research should
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investigate whether online municipal information is a way to increase residents’ knowledge
and engagement in local politics.

This article started with a citation that illustrates that non-citizen residents may feel
excluded when citizen-based terms for participatory means are used. Future research
should study if this feeling of exclusion is a common experience and explore whether
non-exclusionary language makes any difference in terms of local people’s interest in
and influence on local politics. Sweden has 290 municipalities, and as demonstrated in
the PLAN-study referred to above, there is great variation between dialogue projects,
which issues are at stake, and how local decision-makers and invited citizens and other
residents respond.

Participation could be individual or collective, legal or illegal, aiming at consensus
or challenging law and order [140]. Thus, studying “mini-publics” in action must be
embedded in a wider policy context and have a longer time horizon than one particular
project [139] (p. 246). This complexity requires conceptually informed, in-depth studies of
civic participation in specific projects and municipalities, including direct observation and
interviews with ‘democracy operators’ [113]. Thereby, we can increase our understanding
of how residents interact with municipalities such processes and give input to inspire
future development of resident participation, dialogue, and influence in local politics.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Indicators for Transparency and Influence (Öppenhet och Påverkan) in the SALAR survey on municipal websites
in Sweden, conducted yearly between 2009–2017.

Issue Accessibility “to” Accessibility “How”

The complete budget x

A simplified version of budget adjusted for the citizens and target groups x

General information about how complaints and opinions are handled x

Handling of complaints and opinions x

Information on distribution of seats from the last election x

Information about coalition, alliance, and technical cooperation in elections x

Contact information for chairpersons of the municipal council, municipal executive
board, and committees x

Information about the telephone number of all the politicians in the municipal council
and on the committees x

Frequently asked questions (FAQs) are collected x

A search function and an A-Z index with municipalities’ responsibility and contact
information x

The complete annual report x

A simplified version of the annual report for the citizens of the municipality x

Possibility of subscribing to an electronic newsletter x

Information (or details of agenda, time, and place) about municipal council meetings x

Information (or details of agenda, time, and place) about municipal executive
board meetings x

Information (or details of agenda, time, and place) about municipal committee meetings x
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Table A1. Cont.

Issue Accessibility “to” Accessibility “How”

Documents for municipal council meetings before meetings have occurred x

Documents for municipal executive board meetings before meetings have occurred x

Documents for committee meetings before meetings have occurred x

Protocols of municipal council meetings x

Protocols of municipal executive board meetings x

Protocols of committee meetings x

Possibility for citizens to search in the municipality’s records x

The website has been adapted so that it is easy to read x

The website has information in sign language x

Information about municipality activities can be found in languages other than
Swedish (English) x

Municipal council meetings are distributed through Web TV x

Information about municipalities’ insurance x

Use of social media on the Web (e.g., Facebook) x
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Abstract: Studies of sustainable ways of life have hitherto made limited use of register data since,
e.g., voluntary simplicity is usually identified through characteristics that cannot be found in data
registers. Despite this, claims about these trends have been made in many countries, at times
generalising the phenomena both in academia and media, based on anecdotal examples. This article
draws on a quantifiable definition of holistic simplicity that includes certain fully measurable aspects,
such as living in more affluent suburbs, moving to less affluent places and a significant reduction
in individual work income. Other aspects are partially observable in register data, such as housing
and car consumption. The advantage of this study is that it combines relevant theories around
voluntary simplicity with register data that capture important characteristics of the entire national
population (in this case, in Sweden) and thus, to some extent, also captures the magnitude of the
phenomena. The article aims to statistically explore different demographic groups’ probability of
becoming holistic simplifiers in Sweden, regarding their consumption, gender and age. It discusses
opportunities and limitations for advancing our knowledge on voluntary simplicity in Sweden,
with current findings suggesting more of the same consumption patterns and only initial paths to
degrowth. This is discussed in the context of individuals’ agency in a state such as Sweden, which is
changing from collectivist social democratic values to more neo-liberal conditions.

Keywords: consumption; degrowth; geography; register data; voluntary simplicity; Sweden

1. Introduction

Global change and sustainable development struggles have been on the political
agenda for over 35 years, fuelled by arguments pro and contra growth-led development
accompanied by technological innovations to solve growth-related challenges. In the early
1990s, scholars claimed that economic growth would lead to increased environmental
sustainability as technological innovations reduce the negative impacts of growth [1].
In contrast, climate change debaters argue that global warming has been continuing,
irrespective of technological development [2]. Many policy documents at different geo-
graphical levels have acknowledged the failure of the market forces to adhere to the initial
and subsequent sustainable development goals. Rules and regulations intended to steer
economic activity and diminish negative environmental and societal impacts of global
economic activity have so far been insufficient.

At the grassroots level, societal movements indicate tendencies for bottom-up trans-
local transition initiatives [3] and ‘green waves’ of counter-urban migration [4–6]. This of-
fers sustainable development opportunities inspired by degrowth to decrease excessive
resource use [7]. Such tendencies can imply that geographical areas that have long fought
population decline increasingly adopt right-sizing strategies of their population policies [8].
This article examines individual actions and manifest choices in the context of voluntary
simplicity, which has seldom been linked with geographical studies in Sweden [9].
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Early studies of current voluntary simplicity were conducted in Australia, North
America and the UK [10–15]. Voluntary simplicity entails transitions such as voluntary
career changes to gain more control over one’s time [15,16] as part of a long-term strategy to
increase one’s quality of life, involving much less consumption and/or income than one’s
potential level [10]. This includes giving up “the compulsive purchase of material things
that end up owning their owners” and stopping to sacrifice non-working activities for a
job promotion [17] (p. 71). Voluntary simplicity reflects the growing interest in affluent
societies to reduce overconsumption, to spend more time in activities that are in line with
one’s values and less time in the rat race [18].

Regarding the context of the state in international comparisons, living and working in
Sweden has long been based on social-democratic values. Although the Swedish state is
adopting more neoliberal policies, it differs from longer standing Anglo-Saxon neoliberal
settings in which many previous studies were conducted. Individualisation has, e.g., pro-
gressed further in Anglo-Saxon “risk societies” [19] than in more collectivist societies such
as Sweden. This has contributed to the emergence and growth of a precariat of unsafe
individualised workers struggling with decreased well-being in Anglo-Saxon neoliberal
economic acceleration [11,20–23]. Such acceleration is less palpable in Sweden, where
workers’ rights, including shorter workweeks, longer parental leaves, longer holidays
and favourable retirement options have kept individual health- and wellbeing-related
necessities for voluntary simplicity relatively low. In recent decades, however, Swedish
state safety nets have been deregulated and pressure on individuals’ responsibilities has
increased while, at the same time, the moral plight for men and women to work full time
has remained. The rationale has been that people should pay income taxes to contribute to
the maintenance and equity of welfare state services and benefits [24].

Simultaneously, there has been an upswing in Swedish research and popular debate
on voluntary simplicity and sustainable lifestyles as a possible counterforce to these pres-
sures [6,25–29]. Different opinions exist of who the voluntary simplifiers are and whether
or how they contribute to society. Some call voluntary simplicity a self-induced bottom-up
form of ‘luxurious communism’ [30], in which affluent people work less to enjoy more
time with each other and their hobbies of growing vegetables, driving water scooters and
drinking wine. Others have pointed at gender and ethnic issues if the changed lifestyles at
household level mean that mainly males continue their jobs and (white) females become
home makers [13,14,31–33]. This in turn has implications at national levels, since sustain-
ability transitions through working less imply paying lower income taxes, some argue that
voluntary simplifiers do not contribute enough to sustaining the Swedish welfare state [29].

Nuancing some sensitivities in Swedish popular and academic debates, we focus
on the consumption practices of holistic simplifiers, a sub-group of voluntary simplifiers
defined as people who “adjust their whole life patterns according to the ethos of voluntary
simplicity. They often move from affluent suburbs or gentrified parts of major cities to
smaller towns, the countryside, farms and less affluent or urbanised parts of the country
[...] with the explicit goal of leading a ‘simpler’ life” [10] (pp. 625–626).

Against this background, our study provides insights into holistic simplicity in Swe-
den. It aims to statistically explore different demographic groups’ probability to become
holistic simplifiers in Sweden, focussing on consumption, gender and age. We address two
research questions regarding the consumption of housing and cars after a move away from
affluent suburbs: (1) How (if at all) do the studied holistic simplifiers change their housing
status? (2) How (if at all) do they change their car ownership in the household? We link
these questions with financial costs and potential environmental effects.

Our data describe the demographic and socio-economic characteristics of holistic
simplifiers in Sweden. A major contribution of this article is that it draws on quantitative
register data, which is a novel method in this field. The data and related analyses can
measure the relative magnitude of holistic simplifiers in a national population, i.e., how
common the phenomenon is. We can also analyse the relationships between different
individual factors in relation to holistic simplicity. This alleviates some challenges of
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drawing on smaller samples, which may not be representative of the whole population,
may be based on a selection bias or may cause uncertainties regarding the strength of
the relationships between factors and the significance of these relationships. The data
are longitudinal, enabling us to follow anonymised individuals over time, to identify
individuals who meet the requirements of being a holistic simplifier (reducing work
income and moving away from more affluent urban areas), and to study whether they
perform more comprehensive lifestyle changes. We address the research questions for
a cohort selected from the data in the year 2014, which we follow until 2016 using the
variables in Table 1.

Table 1. Variable descriptions. Variables measured in 2014 and regarding changes 2014–2016.

Variable Description

Age group 30–34 Dummy variable = 1 if the individual is aged between 30 and 34
Age group 35–39 Dummy variable = 1 if the individual is aged between 35 and 39
Age group 40–44 Dummy variable = 1 if the individual is aged between 40 and 44
Age group 45–49 Dummy variable = 1 if the individual is aged between 45 and 49
Age group 50–54 Dummy variable = 1 if the individual is aged between 50 and 54
Age group 55–59 Dummy variable = 1 if the individual is aged between 55 and 59
Born in Sweden Dummy variable = 1 if the individual was born in Sweden
Male Dummy variable = 1 if the individual is male

University degree Dummy variable = 1 if the individual obtained a University degree
(three years or longer)

Unemployment Dummy variable = 1 if the individual received unemp. benefits
Single Dummy variable = 1 if the individual is single
Child in household Dummy variable = 1 if household includes child(ren) under 16
Tenure: Renting Dummy variable = 1 if the individual resides in rented apt.
Tenure: Condo Dummy variable = 1 if the individual resides in condominium
Tenure: Ownership Dummy variable = 1 if the individual resides in owned house

Renting to ownership Dummy variable = 1 if the individual changed form of tenure
between 2014 and 2016 from renting to ownership

Changes in size of residence Number of square metres of residence 2016 minus number of square
metres of residence 2014

Changes in residence’s assessed
value per m2

Residence assessed value per square metre 2016 minus residence
assessed value per square metre in 2014. Assessed value is calculated
by the Tax Authority and attributed to all properties. It is assessed to
be 75% of the market value.

Changes in car ownership Number of cars owned by household 2016 minus number of cars
owned by household 2014

Changes in car registration year Registration year of household’s newest car 2016 minus registration
year of household’s newest car 2014

Changes in household disposable
income

Household disposable income 2016 minus household disposable
income 2014 (SEK 100)

We present a literature review before explaining our methods and materials. We then
present the results before discussing their implications. Showing that this entails ‘more
of the same’ rather than ‘new paths’, we analyse urban–rural migration and discuss our
results while linking them with potential sustainability practices using accessible language
(alternating jargon with less complex terms). We round off with conclusions and future
research regarding local capacity building in destination areas and degrowth.

2. Literature Review

Although it has been estimated that the number of annual working hours per worker
has been declining since the 1870s e.g., [34], we here focus on more recent attention for
work time reduction. Schor [12] related work time reduction with sustainable consumption
in Western societies. Work time reduction can comprise various scenarios, such as “reduced
average hours per job, average annual hours per person, [or] lower total hours per working
life” [12] (p. 47). Opposing consumer-driven productivity growth in the global North [35]
(p. 15), she urged for working less and stabilizing consumption. To allow all people to
consume natural resources equally, Schor [12] saw more potential in changed consumer
behaviour than in technological improvements. In other words, we may have more
fuel-efficient cars, but “the rebound effect is that we are also driving more and buying
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more cars” [18] (p. 68). Human preferences adapt to levels of income, which makes
averting income increases an efficient way to reduce Western consumerist lifestyles and
save natural resources [12].

Some estimates suggest that as many as 200 million people are exploring a wide
spectrum of ‘simpler ways’ of living in the West; that about 80% of voluntary simplifiers
are based in urban centres, and that 22% sold or changed their car [18]. Of British adults
aged 30 to 60, 25% had downshifted, equally representing different socio-demographic
groups [14]. However, scholars are concerned with social inequality, as work time reduction
can concentrate in specific income, age and gender groups [12,36]. Others note that,
notwithstanding increased opportunities for part-time employment, voluntary simplicity
has not become common in countries such as the UK or USA [37] despite alarms of
overworked employees [38]. Although not conclusive, this indicates complex relationships
between people’s individual agency and wider structural contexts.

2.1. Conscious Consumption

Voluntary simplicity studies in Anglo-Saxon capitalist societies have considered the
importance of material wellbeing, personal consumption and quality of life [10,18]. The lat-
ter is connected with post-materialist values, such as the desire for more freedom, a stronger
sense of community and more influence in democratic processes [39]. In this context, Et-
zioni [10] (p. 620) describes voluntary simplicity as “the choice out of free will [ . . . ] to limit
expenditures on consumer goods and services, and to cultivate non-materialistic sources
of satisfaction and meaning”. He noted that even highly dedicated voluntary simplifiers
pursue combinations of a reasonable level of work and consumption to attend to basic
needs, with satisfaction derived from knowledge rather than consumer objects [10] (p. 637).
Etzioni [10] described different levels of intensity leading to three variations of voluntary
simplicity seekers: downshifters as a moderate form, strong simplifiers who give up high
levels of income and socio-economic status, and holistic simplifiers. We operationalize the
latter variation below, which we selected because its definition includes migration (see this
article’s introduction).

One caveat is that consumption is a complex issue, as, e.g., postmaterialist values
in the USA doubled between 1972 and 1991 while personal consumption continued to
grow [10] (p. 620). From a psychological perspective, the visibility of consumer goods is one
pivotal aspect in traditional capitalist terms: displaying one’s income by buying expensive-
status goods signals success [10,20]. In such contexts, there are few established means
to signal that one has opted for simplicity willingly rather than by necessity. This may,
however, be achieved by using select consumer goods that are clearly associated with a
simpler life pattern and that are as visible as traditional status symbols, such as a dressing
down, but still wear some expensive items [10]. This “conspicuous non-consumption” [40]
can also involve cooking at home more often instead of eating out, giving up expensive
holidays [41], or buying less complicated and more modest rural houses. These signals
change over time and vary between subcultures [10].

Moreover, recent studies highlight that voluntary simplifiers may own significantly
fewer but more expensive and environmentally friendly durable consumer goods [42].
Thus, they may not necessarily spend less money on these goods, since their quality and
price can be higher [43]. However, due to a lack of comparable data, it is difficult to make
assessments regarding the extent of this phenomenon in different countries and contexts.

Although voluntary simplicity is about reduced consumption, it does not necessarily
mean sacrificing comfort or enduring hardship [37,41]. Ragusa’s [37] economic study of
domestic urban–rural migrants in Australia indicated that few desired to fundamentally
change their standard or way of living. Almost none of the 53 (mostly middle aged)
respondents rejected contemporary consumerism, and all continued to drive cars, often
commuting even longer distances. Several of them moved to increase their purchasing
power, e.g., on the housing market while still pursuing economically rewarding careers.
None made significant changes to counter dominant Western lifestyle trends, which pointed
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at conscious consumption combined with comfortable simplicity. Respondents wanted to
live ‘slow’ while also living ‘large’ [37] (p. 128).

2.2. Gender and Age

Results on gender and voluntary simplicity are inconsistent. Although more females
in the survey of Kennedy et al. [44] linked downshifting with a desire to stay at home
with children, the authors found no significant interaction effects between voluntary
simplicity and gender. It may be common that men and women face different issues
due to internalised gender roles relating to work [13], and that women experience more
stress in combining paid work with unpaid household tasks [32]. Tan [13] found that
women experienced more difficulty with career transitions than men did. Explanations
for this could be that more women in her study lived without a partner, that they were
in early phases of their transition or that they underwent changes more rapidly. Further,
a number of less egalitarian men disliked the consequences of having less money or having
to rely more on their female partner’s income [13]. In Hamilton’s [14] study, it was more
common for women to stop working at all and more common for men to work less. Other
studies contradict each other, e.g., Grigsby [45] found that women were more likely to
be voluntary simplifiers while Hamilton & Denniss [46] concluded the opposite. Hence,
Kennedy et al. [44] signal a need for more nuanced future research regarding gender
and voluntary simplicity, arguing that structural changes in broader domains such as
work culture and support for families would be required to increase sustainable practices.
This further indicates that the context of the nation as ordering and structuring everyday
lives needs to be included in the assessment of who is engaging in voluntary simplicity
and what the motivations might be.

In particular, a welfare state such as Sweden promotes gender equality, but full gender
equality encompasses more than men and women working equally and earning equal
incomes [47]. The Swedish model’s narrow interpretation of women’s emancipation has
contributed to a situation in which a sharp line exists between market wages for the
breadwinner in the male-dominated public spheres and unpaid (care) work often carried
out by women in domestic spheres. As the Swedish welfare state applies social security
rights based on work performance and labour market participation, many women struggle
with socio-economic lag [48] and a double workload of both work and unpaid house work.
This has led to unequal power relations where the social and economic positions of males
are often stronger than those of females, and women are over-represented in statistics on
mental illness and on sick leave [49]. Time spent on vital reproductive work, such as caring
for partners, children and relatives is often made invisible.

Time use is also linked with age, life course stage and life events such as child rearing
and mortality [13,44]. Age and life course stage were significant in a Canadian study [44],
as older respondents and those living in central urban neighbourhoods were more likely
to be satisfied with their time use than those with children living at home. Tan’s [13]
study focused on the midlife stage, which involves considerable responsibilities in terms
of family and financial commitments, while also being at the peak of career earning
potential. Tan [13] indicated a changed relationship with time, as many studied individuals
started to reach an age that signalled mortality. This made them realise that less time was
available for establishment in alternative careers and other directions. On a structural
level, contemporary midlife Australians’ life plans were dominated by insecurity about
comfortable retirement, as the Federal government had made it clear that they could no
longer rely on state pensions to meet their needs [41].

2.3. Urban–Rural Relationships

In a Canadian study, respondents who had shifted to lower income were more likely
to engage in sustainable household practises, such as reduced consumption [44]. The re-
gression models demonstrated significant effects on the subjective well-being of owning
one’s home, but also that the decision to earn less did not appear to change patterns of car

141



Sustainability 2021, 13, 8340

use [44]. They stated that environmental benefits of voluntary simplicity did not extend
beyond the household level because pro-environmental behaviour, such as reduced car
use, requires systemic changes in spatial planning. Although voluntary simplicity, as such,
was not related to the place of residence (e.g., central urban, suburban), neighbourhood of
residence was the strongest predictor of sustainable transportation practices [44]. Munici-
pal spending in Canadian suburbs (where potential simplifiers live) had shifted away from
public transportation in favour of multiple-car households. In this North American context,
suburbs force reliance on cars and contribute to consumerist lifestyles [50]. This is a missed
opportunity, since Alexander and Ussher [18] suggested that many simplifiers wish to
escape the car culture but, for various reasons (e.g., harsh winters, health conditions or
limited public transport), found this difficult or impossible.

In general, urban–rural relationships refer to functional linkages and interactions
between urban and rural areas. They cover a spectrum of interactions through housing,
employment, education, transport, tourism and resource use, including social transactions,
administrative and service provision, and the movement of people, goods, and capital [51].
Within this spectrum, we here focus on socio-economic forces from economic geographic
and voluntary simplicity perspectives. In economic geography, studies have addressed
the ongoing urban concentration of companies, capital and individuals after the end of the
Fordist production system, leading to uneven geographies of labour and growth [52,53].
These processes have resulted in increased levels of unemployment and out-migration from
peripheral areas previously dominated by a single, large-scale workplaces [54]. However,
Swedish studies have highlighted comparative advantages and successful companies in
rural areas, as well as new ways of working and living there [55]. Where one lives and
works is very important, as location is essential in the global competition for labour and
capital [54]. Hence, Lindgren et al. [55] argue for a re-evaluation of the urban–rural divide.

Such a re-evaluation here includes holistic simplifiers’ urban–rural moves that may
be motivated by wishes to work and consume less. Voluntary simplifiers may contribute
to local transformative capacity in Swedish rural areas by their social and human capital
(e.g., work engagement, networks, skills [37]). For instance, Sandow and Lundholm [5]
found a small but steady outflow of highly educated adults and their families from Swedish
metropolitan areas to medium-sized and small towns (in 2003–2013). Most of them were
public sector professionals or males working within arts and crafts [5]. In another example,
retirees’ spontaneous activism for the protection and reclamation of a riverbank in West
Sussex (UK) was studied in the context of “nowtopias” [56]. These are territorial processes
of regeneration that involve non-wage labour and are motivated by a desire to produce
alternative local futures here and now, e.g., through the everyday experimentation of other
worlds [57,58]. This provides a context for our urban–rural study below.

Our study thus employs a relational approach to holistic simplicity-induced urban–
rural migration, which can link urban and rural areas with each other. Though starting
from similar socio-economic globalisation processes, such as growth and degrowth, a rela-
tional approach recognises that globalisation affects people and settlements differently [59].
The unfolding population geographies in different places can be viewed as historically con-
tingent developments, along with the evolving nature of translocal relations between urban
and rural settlements [60,61]. Relational approaches shed light on irregular expansion
and contraction of settlements and the acceleration or deceleration of local and regional
linkages on a daily basis and over a life course [62,63]. Thus, urban–rural relationships
shaping transformative capacity and nowtopias provide the context for our conclusions.

3. Materials and Methods

Most recent Swedish voluntary simplicity studies draw on deep knowledge gained
from qualitative data of small samples in terms of socio-economic and geographic factors
(e.g., [6,26,27]). Here, in contrast, we draw on rich georeferenced register data to expand the
scope while exploring variables both on the individual and household levels. The empirical
analysis is based on relevant longitudinal demographic and socioeconomic attributes of
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individuals in the whole country. These data have been created by matching a number
of administrative registers at Statistics Sweden (SCB). No ethical approval was needed,
since the personal information was not sensitive and the key between persons and codes
was destroyed. The entire data set covers the period 1985 to 2016 and includes annual
information about all Swedish inhabitants (9.99 mln in 2016: 4.98 mln women and 5.01
mln men. [64]). The database contains over 100 unidentified individual attributes annually.
These attributes refer to demography, household (e.g., partners with their attributes, chil-
dren), education, employment, unemployment (e.g., unemployment benefits), income and
transfer payments (e.g., income from work, disposable income, pensions), housing charac-
teristics (where registered; rented flat, condominium, detached house, etc.), coordinates of
places of residence, etc.

As the data are based on official registers, the quality of the information is generally
very high. Another advantage is that this type of data covers the entire population.
This means that all individuals can be analysed, and there is no need to consider how to
deal with nonresponse as is commonly the case in studies based on surveys. The richness
of information provides a possibility to learn more about the magnitude, characteristics
and distribution of this phenomenon.

We recognize that such data cannot capture people’s entire consumption behaviour,
let alone wellbeing or experienced changes in overall quality of life. Still, this study provides
a good opportunity to operationalize Etzioni’s [10] theorization of holistic simplifiers,
i.e., identify individuals who live in affluent city neighbourhoods, substantially decrease
their work income and move elsewhere during this process.

This offers a possibility to study to what extent these movers make changes towards a
simpler life regarding two commonly considered major household expenditures (housing
and car ownership), which may cause decreased general wellbeing through higher stress
levels regarding household economy. The longitudinal qualities of register data enable us
to follow individuals over time and observe whether they actually led a simpler life after
they moved away from the affluent neighbourhood and decreased work income. Table 1
presents the variables in the analysis.

Steps in the Analysis

To identify holistic simplifiers, data needed to be organized in a number of steps.
Step 1. We identified individuals aged 30–59 in 2014 and who were still alive in 2015 or
2016. Individuals younger than 30 were excluded since many of their residential moves
and changes in level of consumption may be related to education (a common feature in
Sweden), which could distort the analysis. Further, a shift to a simpler life entails an initial
income level and relevant working experience to shift down from. Both may be lacking
to a larger degree among young adults under 30. Studying this age group’s potential
motivations for living simpler lives would be more suitable for qualitative investigations.

Step 2. We selected those aged 30–59 who lived in one of Sweden’s major cities
(Stockholm, Gothenburg, Malmö), or in a regional capital city (in order of population size
from larger to smaller: Uppsala, Linköping, Västerås, Örebro, Helsingborg, Norrköping,
Jönköping, Umeå, Lund, Sundsvall, Karlstad, Växjö, Luleå, Östersund) in 2014, in a parish
whose average income from work exceeds the city average income. We used this as a proxy
for Etzioni’s [10] ‘affluent suburbs’.

Step 3. We selected holistic simplifiers as those who had moved in 2015 or 2016 to
other places in Sweden (outside the selected affluent suburbs), and who had reduced their
income from work with at least 50% after the move. We acknowledge that a reduction
of 50% may seem like much, and previous studies have settled for smaller reductions.
However, our motivation for using the reduction of 50% is that we can be quite certain
these individuals have good opportunities to lead a substantially simpler life than before
reducing their incomes. We control for forced unemployment in this study through a
variable indicating unemployment benefits. We can thus be confident that the results of the
other variables do not depend on unemployment. Although unemployment in this study
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does have a positive effect on the probability of consuming less, this effect is separate from
the other results. We thus used this as a proxy for Etzioni’s [10] ‘leading a simpler life’.

Step 4. The reference group then consisted of individuals aged 30–59 living in the
selected parishes in 2014, and who were alive in 2016, but had not moved to other parishes
with lower average income. This may mean they had not moved at all, or that they had
moved to another affluent parish with the same (or higher) average income from work.

These steps indicated about 1.4 million registered residential moves within Sweden,
undertaken by 1.21 mln individuals (of whom some moved more than once). By using the
criteria above, we identified 3188 individuals as holistic simplifiers. On an annual basis
this corresponds to 0.11% of all movers. Some holistic simplifiers move longer distances,
which justifies a comparison with a sub-selection of long-distance movers. The number
of movers across municipality borders (290 municipalities in total) amounted to 488,000
the same year, which indicates that holistic simplifiers were 0.33% of all movers across
municipality borders on an annual basis.

The modelling of Etzioni’s [10] theorization of holistic simplifiers is carried out by
estimating a binomial logit model capturing the differences between holistic simplifiers and
the reference group. Since we are interested in comparing these two groups we constructed
a dichotomous dependent variable, making, e.g., linear regression models (OLS) less useful.
The applied software is Microsoft SQL Server (a database engine) and SPSS. The logit model
applies a logistic function to model the binary dependent variable. On the right-hand side
of the equation there is a vector (X) of observable attributes of the individual and a vector
of parameters (beta) to be estimated. The variables and parameter estimates are presented
in Table 2.

Table 2. Estimates of holistic simplifiers.

Variables B Sig. Exp(B)

Individual level (in 2014)
Age group 30–34 ref.
Age group 35–39 0.089 0.394 0.915
Age group 40–44 −0.277 0.034 0.758
Age group 45–49 −0.517 0.000 0.596
Age group 50–54 −0.198 0.137 0.820
Age group 55–59 −0.070 0.601 0.933
Born in Sweden 0.161 0.106 1.174

Male 0.056 0.457 1.058
University degree −0.689 0.029 0.502
Unemployment 0.543 0.000 1.721

Household level (in 2014)
Single 0.367 0.000 1.443

Child in household −0.450 0.000 0.638
Tenure: Renting −0.271 0.006 0.763
Tenure: Condo ref.

Tenure: Ownership −0.404 0.000 0.668
Changes 2014–2016

Renting to ownership 2.117 0.000 8.308
Changes in size of residence 0.019 0.000 1.019

Changes in residence ass. value/m2 −0.002 0.188 0.998
Changes in car ownership 0.129 0.192 1.137

Changes in car registration year −0.029 0.004 0.972
Changes in household disp. income 0.000 0.002 1.000

Constant −5.373 0.000 0.005
N = 589,301. Log-L = −10,191

The model estimates in the results section are based on a population aged 30 to 59,
which more or less excludes retirees. We chose to do so since we are interested in what
holistic simplicity looks like among people at working age. Retirees reduce work income by
definition, and they can be seen as downshifters as a consequence of age rather than own
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choice, but the philosophical question to what extent pre-retirees are voluntary simplifiers
is beyond the scope of this article. To reduce the risk of biased results due to family changes
during the study period (e.g., family dissolution or family formation) we only included
holistic simplifiers who had not separated, changed partner or found a partner. As a
consequence, changes in, for example, household disposable income, cannot be attributed
to the income of a new spouse.

4. Results

4.1. Basic Demographic and Socio-Economic Characteristics of Holistic Simplifiers in Sweden

Table 2 presents model estimates of holistic simplifiers. First, we present and comment
on individual demographic and socioeconomic variables, before shifting to household- and
housing-related variables. To begin with, the probability of being a holistic simplifier varies
by age. It is less likely that people in their forties make this type of change in their lives.
This negative effect fades away as people grow older. People in their fifties are as likely as
the reference category of people in their early thirties to engage in holistic simplicity. It can
be added that we have estimated the same model including elderly people. These results
showed the same patterns across age groups as presented in Table 2, but with the addition
that the estimates turn significantly positive for all age groups over 60 except for the age
group 75–79. These results suggest, when controlling for a wide array of demographic and
socioeconomic factors, that people in their forties are the less likely age group to become
holistic simplifiers.

The analysis shows that there are no significant differences between people born in
Sweden and people born abroad, or between men and women.

Furthermore, people with a university degree are much less likely to be a holistic
simplifier. The odds ratio indicates a drop by 50%. Being eligible for unemployment benefits
seems to have a positive effect on the probability to be a holistic simplifier. The odds ratio
increases by 72%. Taken together, these results show that Swedish holistic simplifiers
are likely to have shorter formal education and more unemployment experience. These
findings do not support the idea that opting for simplicity is a high-status phenomenon.

At the household level, the results indicate that family situation is important. In com-
parison to couples, people who are single are much more likely to be holistic simplifiers.
The odds ratio increases by 44%. However, having underaged children in the household
decreases the probability of making a change along these lines.

Further, the results show that, in comparison to living in condos, both living in rental
flats and owned houses means a lower likelihood of becoming a holistic simplifier. On the
other hand, it is equally correct to state that people living in condos are more likely than
renters and house owners to become holistic simplifiers. Since people living in condos are
usually regarded as owning their housing, this becomes a little complicated. Technically,
condo owners do not own a property, they own a membership in a housing cooperative,
which owns the property. True ownership of flats is a rare tenure in Sweden. We can only
speculate about possible explanations, but households that have been able to purchase
a house in affluent suburbs may have fewer reasons to move, not least because of the
amenities such properties bring (e.g., own garden, tranquil surroundings, less traffic, etc.).
People living in rented apartments may lack financial means to make a change in life in
line with our interpretation of holistic simplification, partly because such moves usually
involve buying a house. Access to rented housing is sometimes scarce in the destinations.

4.2. How (If at All) Do Holistic Simplifiers Change Their Housing Status?

Drawing on longitudinal data, we observe what happened to the holistic simplifiers
after they moved out of the affluent suburbs and decreased their work income. This is
operationalized by creating a number of variables showing differences between 2014 and
2016. The first variable in this category is changing tenure from renting to ownership.
This estimate is positive and highly significant, implying that holistic simplifiers tend to
shift from renting to owning their residences. As noticed above, this is a small group of
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people, but those who perform these changes are very likely to end up having their own
property. One explanation for these results could be the ownership of second homes in
the countryside, which is more widespread in Sweden than, for example, in Anglo-Saxon
countries [65]. People may have moved to their second homes, which they usually own.
In contrast to the imaginaries in ‘luxurious communism’ [30], this does not have to be a
luxurious house. Rather, as part of the process towards holistic simplicity, the surrounding
place may become more important [27].

To study housing situations more thoroughly, we constructed another variable regard-
ing changes in the size of housing space. This may be a relevant factor because housing
costs are commonly a large part of household expenditures. The estimate of this variable is
positive, which means that an increase in living space increases the likelihood of being a
holistic simplifier. The odds of being a holistic simplifier rise by 1.9% for each square metre
of increased housing space. Thus, holistic simplifiers do not seem to reduce living space to
any large extent, which is somewhat surprising, since leading a simpler life is amongst the
other factors associated with less housing consumption.

It can, however, be argued that houses are cheaper far away from affluent suburbs
where people get the chance of owning a bigger house at a lower cost. In order to control
for changes in living space, we created a variable that measures differences in assessed
value per square metre. This estimate turned out to be insignificant, implying that holistic
simplifiers do not reduce their housing consumption after the move—they tend to have
houses that are as expensive as those of the non-holistic simplifiers who stayed put in
affluent suburbs. This is a surprising result, considering the spirit of holistic simplicity.

4.3. How (If at All) Do Holistic Simplifiers Change Their Consumption of Cars in the Household?

Another indicator of conscious consumption is car ownership [10,18]. This also
represents differences of distance to commercial and welfare services, since people living
farther away from dense urban areas often need more cars for their (daily) transports.
The variable “changes in car ownership” measures the difference in the number of owned
cars. The variable shows an insignificant estimate, indicating that holistic simplifiers do
not reduce their car fleet, which seems to be contrary to expectation. Cars require money
to buy and maintain and might, therefore, be a good candidate for cost reduction when
planning for a simpler life. On the other hand, living farther away from dense urban areas,
sometimes even in the countryside, may be difficult without a car. Public transport is scarce
and schools, leisure activities and service facilities may be far off, making it more or less
impossible to manage without a car.

Car expenditures are not only related to the number of cars the household owns. These
expenditures are also connected to the age of the car. Generally, newer cars are more expen-
sive than older cars due to, for example, capital costs and value depreciation. We created
a variable measuring differences in age of a household’s newest car before and after the
move. This variable is negatively significant (Table 2), indicating that holistic simplifiers
own older cars than the reference group. An increase of one year (i.e., a year’s newer
car model) decreases the likelihood of being a holistic simplifier by 2.8%. These holistic
simplifiers thus cut car costs, to some extent, which was expected [10,18], but they do not
reduce the number of cars, which is contrary to the radical lifestyle changes suggested in
other studies [66].

The results so far suggest a limited reduction in car consumption and no reduction in
consumption related to housing, but we know, by definition, that individuals meeting the
holistic simplifier criteria in this study have reduced their work income by at least 50%.
This income reduction suggests diminished consumption somewhere in the household
budget. Households may reduce spending on newer cars, and other products and services
we cannot observe. Alternatively, the households do not reduce their consumption at
all, because they have access to other sources of income. To investigate this, we created
a variable showing differences in household disposable income between 2014 and 2016.
This includes all sources of income (work income, capital income, transfer payments, social
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benefits, etc.) for all individuals in the household (the holistic simplifier, his/her partner,
income earned by youth living at home, etc.). The estimate of this variable reveals a
positive significant effect on the probability of being a holistic simplifier, meaning that
holistic simplifiers are more likely to have increased their household disposable income
than their former affluent suburb neighbours. This is not what we expected from holistic
simplifiers who supposedly shift to a simpler life. The reasons for this result are beyond
the scope of this study but are well worth investigating in future research.

All in all, the results suggest that only a few of the 3,188 identified holistic simplifiers
in Swedish register data reduced their consumption in accordance with what could be
expected from previous studies. In fact, looking closer into data conditioning on reduced
housing consumption and decreased household disposable income would reveal an even
lower number of “true” holistic simplifiers [10].

5. Discussion

This article on Swedish conditions revealed two rather unique potentials for simplicity
studies: (1) studying living and working conditions in egalitarian Nordic welfare states in
comparison to previous studies in Anglo-Saxon contexts [11,12,20–23], and (2) drawing on
rich (Swedish) longitudinal georeferenced register data. The former has implications for
housing markets and labour markets, while the latter indicates potential for future studies.

Four reflections further explain this study’s results and limitations. First, our results
may diverge from findings elsewhere, as Sweden might not be comparable to other coun-
tries and contexts [18,44]. Using Etzioni’s [10] criteria, we identified 3188 persons as holistic
simplifiers in Sweden during the period 2014–2016. Such a low number indicates that
this phenomenon is marginal at best, using this definition. It is less likely than in other
studies [41,44] that people in their forties make this type of lifestyle change. We found no
significant differences between people born in Sweden and elsewhere, or between men
and women (which differs from [13,14,45]. Other characteristics are more important for
increasing the likelihood to become a holistic simplifier, such as shorter formal education
and more unemployment experience. Singles are much more likely than couples to be
holistic simplifiers. As expected, having underaged children in the household decreases
the probability of making such lifestyle changes.

The following question arises: Do similar patterns emerge in other countries when
drawing on register data and following the same operationalisation as in this study? It is
plausible that our operationalisation of Etzioni’s [10] definition of holistic simplifiers differs
from the original intentions, and that it does not fully capture the phenomenon as intended.
We conducted our study 20 years later and in a different country with different structural
contexts. Differences in a society’s social and political structure, as well as general living
conditions, probably impact the likelihood of becoming a holistic simplifier, but this is an
under-researched field.

Second, this relates with ideas that the welfare state allows for certain degrees of
voluntary simplicity without a need to resign from employment, find less expensive
housing or relocate [28]. This is also linked with life course stages as, e.g., parents are
entitled to parental leave with only little loss of income from work (paid for by all citizens’
work income taxes [67]). This means that there is no essential income reduction when at
home taking care of children, which may leave room for temporary voluntary simplicity
in terms of reduced workload both for women and men [48]. This regards the age groups
in which other studies suggest high incidence of voluntary simplicity [13,41,44]. We thus
find that the welfare state’s social benefit schemes need more attention when studying
how simplifiers’ individual choices and practices are influenced by benefits such as longer
parental leave or sick leave (e.g., [49]). Welfare states such as Sweden—while in a process
of neoliberal changes—may keep individual health- and wellbeing-related necessities for
voluntary simplicity relatively low.

A third reflection regards the extent to which individuals actually engage in holistic
simplicity, voluntary simplicity or downshifting. Although these are similar concepts,
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the individuals studied here may engage in some convenient changes without fully embrac-
ing overall lifestyle shifts [37]. Differences between qualitative and quantitative samples
are underexplored: are interviewees in other studies a (more hardcore) subgroup of this
article’s data set, or can this study’s 50% income reduction criterion indicate a minor sub-
group of potential holistic simplifiers? More thorough studies facilitate further conceptual
reflections on sustainable living through reduced worktime and consumption.

Fourth, difficulties in terms of operationalisation of Etzioni’s [10] description of holistic
simplifiers and related theories of conscious consumption [40,41] imply that we cannot
measure all complex facets of consumption. Many consumption indicators are hidden in
the register data, as, e.g., costs of leisure activities and social practices may be significantly
lower in less affluent areas. The studied individuals can be living simpler lives through
consuming less clothes and gadgets or eating out less often [40]. If this is the case, and since
their disposable household income is not reduced, they may save much money. Further
research could study potential alternative consumption issues; is the disposable household
income invested in any way, spent on business ventures, bestowed on charity, or do other
strategies exist?

A limitation of this study is that we do not know the studied households’ reasons
for not purchasing newer (possibly more environmentally friendly) consumer goods such
as cars (e.g., [18,42]), which can also be investigated in future research. More in-depth
overviews indicate how human values may guide voluntary simplicity lifestyles [43,68].

Future Studies Drawing on Georeferenced Longitudinal Register Data

Linking individual agency with geographic and political structures, future studies in
Nordic contexts can reveal concrete policies and practices (e.g., regarding unemployment
benefits and parental leaves) that differ from the hitherto studied Anglo-Saxon contexts.
Such benefits and other features can be studied while considering interplays between
individual lifestyle choices, trends and norms in society and states’ structural components
related with political ideologies. This links voluntary simplicity more profoundly with
individualisation processes [19] and economic acceleration impacts on Nordic citizens’
everyday lives [11,20–22].

Although this study’s register data are rich in regard to the studied number of indi-
viduals and characteristics, the short time span (2014–2016) merely provides a snapshot
of patterns and statistical relationships during the mid-2010s, with limited possibilities to
measure evolving intentions and motivations. Future studies could utilize the longitudinal
qualities of register data to better explore the dynamics of voluntary simplicity within a
country’s whole population. We suggest two different approaches.

One approach follows the evidence in the literature that lifestyles such as voluntary
simplicity have been on people’s minds for quite some time. Macro-economic studies
indicate ongoing work-hour decreases in most industrialized countries [12,34]. To study
whether this trend is as visible on the micro level of individuals and their specific life
situations, this article’s research design can be combined with longitudinal register data
going back to the early 1990s. Individual- and household-level variable estimates could
be compared over longer periods of time by stepwise repeating our analysis for moving
three-year time frames for the periods 1990–1992, 1991–1993, etc. until 2018–2020, when
available. This may reveal voluntary simplicity trends and provide information about
changing numbers of individuals engaging in holistic simplicity.

Another approach considers that voluntary simplicity is not likely to occur overnight.
In this study, we observe individuals over a three-year period, which may be too narrow
a time frame. Longitudinal data can observe individual actions and events over a much
longer period of time. Future studies could analyse the extent to which people make grad-
ual shifts that, consciously or not, steer towards lifestyle changes. For example, a second
home purchased one or two decades ago—which from the start was entirely considered to
be used for recreational purposes during summer—could gradually be perceived to have
qualities that make people think about voluntary simplicity [65]. Evidence suggests that
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second home owners of all ages use their second homes as a way to experience quality
of life without urban demands and burdens, to relax and for practices such as gardening,
outdoor recreation and house work, which they do not have time for during a regular work
week [69]. In this process, the second home may become a primary residence, which could
reduce household expenditures and enable a livelihood that is less dependent on work
income. Drawing on register data with a biographic point of view can reveal the life paths
of voluntary simplifiers over longer periods.

These insights indicate the need to link studies of regular residences and second homes
with voluntary simplicity, as future research can investigate extents to which voluntary
simplifiers have access to second homes (compared to others), locations of these homes and
arising gender issues [13,32]. Analysis focusing on sequences of events in the life course
can identify different ways towards a simpler life, including the length of such a process or
distinctions between more and less common ways to simplicity (including car ownership
and use). This is a relevant policy area for Swedish and similar municipalities with relatively
many second home residents. Their contributions to transformative capacity building [56]
through social and human capital (e.g., skills, work engagement, networks [37]) is relevant
for right-sizing strategies in rural municipalities’ planning of housing and infrastructure
for (electric) cars and other means of transport [8].

6. Conclusions

This article aimed to statistically explore different demographic groups’ probabil-
ity of becoming holistic simplifiers in Sweden, focussing on consumption, gender and
age. It showed complex and paradoxical relationships between property ownership and
likelihood of becoming a holistic simplifier. The exact reasons are unknown, but holistic
simplifiers tend to shift to owning their residences. Larger living spaces increase the likeli-
hood of being a holistic simplifier, and the assessed value per square meter does not imply a
reduction in holistic simplifiers’ housing size after the move either. They do not reduce the
number of owned cars, but they tend to own somewhat older cars than the reference group.
Finally, holistic simplifiers are more likely to have increased their household disposable
income than their former neighbours who stayed in affluent suburbs.

These unexpected findings differ from previous studies elsewhere (e.g., [66]). Contrary
to previous studies [11–15] and popular discourse of voluntary simplicity, our data show
that holistic simplicity as identified here is, or at least until recently has been, a marginal
phenomenon in Sweden. The group of individuals identified as holistic simplifiers in
the data is a small part of the total population, and those performing lifestyle changes in
accordance with our informed expectations are even fewer.

At first sight, our study thus suggests ‘more of the same’, as the studied holistic
simplifiers undertook urban–rural moves without drastically reducing their consumption
of housing and cars (in line with [5]). Their move from affluent suburbs to near and
remote countryside nevertheless signals novel contexts that plea for re-evaluating the
urban–rural divide [55]. Such studies could consider geographic and social inequalities
and translocal relations between urban and rural settlements [59–61]. As indicated by
relational approaches, there is no blueprint for degrowth through voluntary simplicity,
but this is rather a grassroots transition process involving lower consumption that emerges
differently in different places [3,7,16,45,70]. Examining lived experiences of degrowth from
the bottom-up can evaluate whether voluntary simplicity implies a “deep re-evaluation of
consumer affluence and embrace of lifestyles of radical material sufficiency” [66] (p. 365).
This connects with popular and academic debate in Sweden, signalling a bottom-up
resistance against the growth paradigm in multiple crises [29,33,71,72].
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Abstract: Climate change litigation has emerged as a powerful tool as societies steer towards sustain-
able development. Although the litigation mainly takes place in domestic courts, the implications
can be seen as global as specific climate rulings influence courts across national borders. However,
while the phenomenon of judicialization is well-known in the social sciences, relatively few have
studied issues of legitimacy that arise as climate politics move into courts. A comparatively large
part of climate cases have appeared in the United States. This article presents a research plan for a
study of judges’ opinions and dissents in the United States, regarding the justiciability of strategic
climate cases. The purpose is to empirically study how judges navigate a perceived normative
conflict—between the litigation and an overarching ideal of separation of powers—in a system
marked by checks and balances.

Keywords: climate; litigation; separation of powers; governance; legitimacy

1. Introduction

Pointing to climate-change-related injury, citizens and environmental groups are
increasingly turning to courts in order to take legal action against their governments. These
cases belong to a category that can be referred to as strategic climate cases. Some of these,
such as Massachusetts v EPA (2007) and Juliana v United States (ongoing) in the United
States or State of the Netherlands v Urgenda (2015) in the Netherlands, have been the
focus of extensive institutional debate [1]. In the Urgenda case, the Supreme Court of the
Netherlands established in 2019 that the State’s inaction on climate change had violated
its citizens’ rights to life and privacy [2] (aa. 2; 8). In what has been described as the
“strongest” climate ruling so far, the State was ordered to cut its greenhouse gas emissions
by at least 25% by 2020, compared to levels in 1990.

Given this development, climate change litigation appears as a potentially powerful
tool as societies steer towards sustainable development. Yet, it raises the issue whether,
and to what extent, a court may legitimately exercise power over a state’s chosen climate
policy. To the extent that the aim is to apply specific climate laws, that issue could seem
less problematic, albeit not inexistent. Here, however, I aim to treat climate litigation that
purports to change government policy, e.g., by reference to fundamental rights–so-called
“strategic” climate litigation. Views critical of such litigation are often based on the ideal
of separation of powers in constitutional democracies. In a system based on the idea of
checks and balances, the separation ideal may allow the judiciary to review legislation,
in order to ensure the effectiveness of certain moral constraints. However, the ideal also
requires that the judiciary is restrictive in exercising this power.

The United States is a developed system of checks and balances that has seen a
comparatively large amount of climate lawsuits. Separation-of-powers principles have
also played an important role in U.S. climate change litigation [3] (p. 30). This project uses
the United States as a case to investigate a perceived normative conflict between climate
change litigation and the ideal of separation of powers. Three studies are suggested in
this proposal. Each study comprises a content analysis of opinions and dissents by judges
in American climate lawsuits. The particular aims of these are to demonstrate how the
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conflict (1) is expressed, (2) is avoided by individual judges and (3) is jointly avoided across
ideological dividing lines, respectively. While the objects of study are normative views,
the particular aims of the studies remain purely descriptive. Nonetheless, the project’s
findings may be of use for policy-makers and an interested public, including environmental
organizations, business representatives, diplomats and lawyers.

2. The Research Problem

From a political science perspective, strategic climate litigation can be seen as a
relatively new, overlooked form of climate governance [4,5]. That implies that courts are
used to steer entire social systems towards (or away from) sustainable climate policies [6]
(p. 385). This would follow a general trend during the late 20th and early 21st century—
referred to as the judicialization of politics—to rely on courts to resolve contentious moral
matters and public policy issues [7]. Specific climate rulings may, in addition, influence
legal considerations in other jurisdictions [8]. Implications of climate change litigation are
to this extent “global”—even if it mainly takes place in national courts (for an empirical
and normative critique of this view, see [9]).

It seems, furthermore, that the questions raised about the power of courts can be
understood through the lens of legitimacy in governance. Authority is said to have
normative legitimacy if its claim to power is “well-founded–whether it is justified in
some objective sense” [10] (p. 601). Such claims can be made in favour of climate change
litigation. Representation of climate plaintiffs in court could be said to contribute to a
form of procedural legitimacy: it promotes inclusion in the decision-making process of
concerned entities who are excluded from the “demos”, i.e., are not eligible voters, such
as children, future generations, animals or nature itself [11]. Enforcement by courts, in
turn, could be said to contribute to substantial legitimacy: it promotes effectiveness that is
lacking due to a relatively unconcerned demos [12,13] and [14] (p. 188). Both goals could
be said to promote the effectiveness of climate politics, indirectly or directly. They would
thereby be in line with Goal 13 in UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development: to
globally limit climate impact.

However, some will say, the normative legitimacy of climate change litigation does
not only rest on its climate-related benefits. Arguably, it should also abide by overarching
ideals of constitutional democracies (at least as far as self-proclaimed such states are con-
cerned). To remain with Agenda 2030, it outlines three mutually reinforcing dimensions of
sustainable development—an environmental, social and economic dimension, respectively.
Goal 16 has a social emphasis and requires responsible, democratic institutions. Less
tended to—in the literature on climate change litigation—is the related, institutional ideal
of separation of powers (but see [15,16]).

According to this ideal, the power of the different branches of government should be
exercised according to the rule of law—a predetermined set of restrictions—in order to
reflect the will of the people [17] (pp. 10–13). Judges, defendants and other stakeholders in
climate litigation put forth the ideal of separation of powers as a reason to deny strategic
climate plaintiffs access to court. For example, the defence in Juliana v United States claimed
in the Court of Appeals that such access would be a “direct attack on the separation of
powers”. (See 18-36082 Kelsey Rose Juliana v. USA-YouTube, at 10:49. Retrieved from the
official channel of the United States Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit on 27 April
2021.) Part of the expression is included in the title of this project. These critics argue that
it is the specified task of elected politicians—not judges far from public control—to steer
public climate policy. Here, the legitimacy concern would (again) be procedural, while
the specific value is accountability [14] (p. 188). The lack of accountability makes strategic
climate litigation seem like a less legitimate form of climate governance.

Nonetheless, very little research has been done on climate litigation in respect of the
ideal of separation. It is well known that depending on the constitutional system, the
ideal of separation can have radically different implications [17]. In a constitutional system
based on the idea of popular sovereignty (such as Sweden, where the present author is
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from), the separation ideal typically favours the procedural value of accountability through
elections, while courts “merely apply the law”. Prima facie, that seems to entail that
environmentalists should rather seek redress in the parliamentary process. In a system
characterized by checks and balances (as in the United States), however, the separation
ideal could more plausibly favour the value of effectiveness of some fundamental moral
constraints. The judiciary would then be ultimately responsible for keeping the legislator
within those constraints, in accordance with a constitution or other basic legal document.

At the same time, judicial constraints on the legislator are to be applied restrictively,
in respect of doctrinal criteria. Existing scholarship on rights, in particular, implies that
climate plaintiffs may not fulfil such criteria (see, inter alia, [18,19]). Arguably, climate
change litigation has left room for individual interpretation among judges. In addition,
it is known that judges are influenced by factors external to the law, such as ideological
preferences—the law literature refers to the latter as “judicial attitudes”. We can expect
these to play out more where there is more room for interpretation, as well as in more
contentious matters, such as climate policy [20].

It is not clear how judges navigate a percieved normative conflict–between strategic
climate litigation and an overarching ideal of separation of powers–in systems of checks
and balances. In the project description further below, under the subheading “Material and
Methods”, I suggest an empirical case study of the United States to investigate this matter.

3. Previous Research

Climate cases have appeared on local, regional, state and federal levels and in a
growing number of jurisdictions across the world (including the EU). According to Setzer &
Vanhala (2019), research on climate change litigation has proliferated in relation to rulings
in high-profile cases such as Massachusetts v EPA (2007) and Urgenda (2015) [5]. In these
cases, highest court judges have ruled against defendants (governments) and in favour of
strategic plaintiffs on the substantive merits of the case. Yet, very little research has been
done on climate change litigation in respect of the overarching ideal of separation of powers.
This matter seems understudied both in environmental law and climate governance, which
should be the most concerned fields in law and political science, respectively.

Furthermore, few studies on climate change litigation seem to have looked into larger
sets of cases, cases on lower levels or dismissed cases (but see [21–25]). This may be, in part,
because the high-profile cases contain legal innovations or form precedents for future cases
(to some extent, this perspective is kept in the present project). It might also be explained
by the fact that climate litigation has been given less attention outside faculties of law.

Under “Material and Methods” below, I suggest a case study of the United States to
better understand the complex relationship between strategic climate litigation and the
ideal of separation of powers, as far as a system of checks and balances is concerned. The
United States offers relatively large amounts of material within a unified legal system,
which can be used to describe and explain patterns with regard to the separation ideal. I
do so through analyses of judges’ arguments [26] in three subordinate studies. In these
analyses, I draw on democratic theory, rights theory and scholarship on judicial attitudes,
respectively. Rather than provide normative guidelines, the study aims at purely empirical
accounts of how a normative ideal (separation of powers) is applied in new legal terrain
(strategic climate litigation).

The working hypotheses in the project description partly emerged during a pilot
study and postdoctoral appointment at the Department of Politics at Princeton University,
2020. The pilot study involved the applicant and a research assistant under the author’s
supervision (the author wishes to thank research assistant Akhil Rajasekar).

4. Material and Methods

Against the background of previous research, then, I suggest a specific case study of
the United States. The United States is a system of checks and balances with a developed
“adversarial legal culture” [11] (p. 12). As such, the United States has seen a comparatively
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large number of climate lawsuits. As of January 2020, 1143 out of the world’s 1444 recorded
climate cases had been filed in the U.S. [27]. The cases include, for example, claims based
on the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), constitutional claims and public trust
claims. These cases provide large amounts of material within a unified legal system and
can be used to describe and explain patterns of principled argument.

The issue of separation of powers may arise in several ways before a United States
court, and this study excludes some. Judges may, for example, refer to separation of powers
when a claim is rejected on the merits because there is no relevant right to apply (such as the
right to a clean environment) and little room for the judiciary to “invent” new rights [28]
(pp. 51, 283–284). This study excludes separation arguments related to merits and focuses
on the preceding matter of justiciability (which may include considerations of relevant
rights). Justiciability concerns, generally, “a person’s ability to claim a remedy before
a judicial body when a violation of a right has either occurred or is likely to occur” [3]
(p. 30), [29]. A case may be considered injusticiable by reference to a “political question
doctrine” if one of the political branches has “a textually demonstrable constitutional”
power to resolve the matter or if there are no “judicially discoverable” standards for
doing so [30]. The ideal of separation of powers is also reflected in the doctrine of standing.
According to this doctrine, plaintiffs need to fulfil established, procedural criteria (judicially
discoverable standards) in order to bring their case before the court. Courts tend to invoke
the doctrine in order to limit themselves to exercising judicial, rather than legislative or
executive, power [3] (p. 30).

The relevant cases can be retrieved online from the Climate Change Litigation Databases
at Columbia University’s Sabin Center for Climate Change Law. A selection is made of
cases brought by strategic climate plaintiffs within the federal legal system. In order to
better establish patterns, the project considers the opinions and dissents on several levels
for the same case. The project aims to answer the following delimited set of questions:

1. To what extent do U.S. judges express a normative conflict between the litigation and
an overarching ideal of separation of powers?

2. How do individual judges navigate the expressed conflict?
3. Do judges’ individual views on justiciability of strategic climate cases co-vary with

attitudes along ideological lines?

Each question is treated in a study, with the purpose of producing a research article.
The overarching method in common for these studies, which are descriptive, is content
analysis. The project combines qualitative content analysis (Study 1 and 2) and quantita-
tive content analysis (Study 3) in a manner further described below. Each analysis also
draws on a main scholarly discourse—theories on democracy, rights and judicial attitudes,
respectively—as described below.

Study 1: The Separation-of-Powers Argument in U.S. Climate Litigation
The first study of the project examines to what extent a theoretical conflict is expressed,

in American climate change litigation, between the litigation and an overarching ideal of
separation of powers.

Democratic theory is here used to enhance conceptual understanding of the ideal
of separation of powers in different constitutional systems (see [17,31,32]) With regard
to the U.S. case, a conflict may arise directly, between climate change litigation and the
separation ideal, by reference to a political question doctrine, or indirectly, due to a doctrine
of standing characteristic of a system of checks and balances. A function of this doctrine
is (similarly) to make sure that the judiciary does not exceed its competence in relation to
the legislator. In climate litigation, this doctrine may imply several problems, among them
a “causality problem”, as the plaintiff may not be able to show that injury has potentially
been done to them. This study demonstrates the different ways in which strategic climate
litigation conflicts with a separation ideal, according to U.S. judges.

Study 2: Three General Approaches U.S. Judges Take to the Causality Problem in
Climate Change Litigation
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The second study of the project examines how individual U.S. judges navigate an
express conflict between strategic climate litigation and the ideal of separation of powers,
but only in a further delimited manner. The study I suggest maps the different approaches
judges take to one salient problem—the causality problem implied by a doctrine of standing.

Rights theory is here used to distinguish between different approaches to causality
(see, inter alia, [5] (p. 10), [24] (p. 40)). A strict individualist approach implies that climate
inaction does not cause injury and that plaintiffs are not granted standing, which the
first study also shows. Yet, some judges seem to navigate around this by arguing for less
established accounts of injury. What I refer to as a lax individualist approach implies
that a judge argues for a less established account of individual injury. What I refer to as
a non-individualist approach implies that a judge argues that there may be injury of a
community (such as a state) or even an object, such as a river [18,19]. I thus hypothesize,
with delimited regard to the causality problem, that a conflict persists, between the litigation
and a separation of powers, when judges employ a strict individualist interpretation of
injury, while judges seek to circumvent the conflict by either a lax individualist or non-
individualist interpretation, respectively.

Study 3: Judges’ Attitudes in U.S. Climate Change Litigation
The third study of the project explores to what extent judges’ views on the justiciability

of strategic climate cases co-vary with so-called judicial attitudes (see, inter alia, [25,33–35]).
Research has previously been done on whether judges appointed by Democratic

and Republican presidents judge in equal measure in favour of the substantive claims
of strategic plaintiffs [25]. Still, no studies of this kind seem to have focused on views
on justiciability. However, focusing only on the inclination to hear cases may hide that,
depending on attitude, judges’ argument(s) for doing (or not doing) so differ. Recent
research has also mapped how Republican and Democratic sympathizers in the American
populace differ in why they support renewable energy [36]. Here, a similar perspective is
used to study judges’ views on the justiciability of strategic climate cases.

The issue is explored by using the information in opinions and dissents of individual
judges’ positions (available through the Sabin Center), together with available data on how
each judge was appointed. The complementary data on appointments are available through
the Federal Judicial Center’s Biographical Directory of Article III Federal Judges [37].

5. Summary: Expected Results

In my first study, I explore the views of U.S. judges on how climate litigation conflicts
with the ideal of separation of powers: directly, given a political question doctrine, and
indirectly, given a doctrine of legal standing. The latter doctrine seems characteristic for
the U.S. as a checks-and-balances system and would make sure that a relatively strong
judiciary does not exceed its competence in relation to the legislator.

My second study is limited to a specific but salient problem implied by a doctrine
of standing—a causality problem. I hypothesize that three approaches can be identified
among judges: a strict, lax and non-individualist interpretation of injury, respectively.
Among these, furthermore, I hypothesize that two circumvent the problem and imply
that standing is granted: the lax individualist interpretation and the non-individualist
interpretation.

In my third study, using additional data on appointments, I explore how views on
justiciability co-vary with judges’ attitudes along ideological lines. The results in this as
well as the preceding studies will, of course, depend on the project’s eventual findings.
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