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Abstract 
Beginning in the 1990s, sustainability indicators have rapidly been developed in different 
political contexts to measure progress towards reaching sustainable development. Pre-
vious research has largely focused on developing models and criteria for defining indi-
cators in order to identify scientifically sound systems. However, sustainability indicators 
represent more than pure aggregated data; they represent values. This thesis takes its 
departure in seeing indicators as socially constructed, and aims to explore the role(s) 
indicators play in governance for local sustainable development. The traditional environ-
mental policy discourse characterised by rationality and efficiency became challenged in 
the 1990s by the Agenda 21 discourse, emphasizing the need for citizen participation for 
environmental governance. Notions of efficiency and participation are, however, often in 
conflict since achieving participation is time consuming and efficiency requires results 
within short time frames. Thus, a tension in governance is created which is especially 
apparent at the local level and in politics relating to sustinable development.  

In this study, Sweden is seen as an extreme case in terms of implementing sustainable 
development policies. Swedish local authorities have been at the international forefront 
in developing sustainability indicators. Here, the work surrounding seven different 
sustainability indicator systems in three Swedish municipalities is analysed. The overall 
research question relates to the tension in governance: Are the sustinability indicators 
driven primarily by efficiency or participatory claims? The analytical framework combines 
two different, yet linked theoretical approaches: an institutional approach, which captures 
the organizational arrangements of the indicator systems; and a discourse inspired 
approach, shedding light on underlying notions and ‘problem’ representations embedded 
in the indicator systems. Interviews with politicians and local officers and written mate-
rial serve as the main empirical sources.  

The analysis shows that local sustainability indicators vary to a great extent regarding 
their scope, which implies that sustainable development is interpreted differently depend-
ing on the local context. In general, goals linked to ‘soft’ issues like democracy, awareness 
raising and learning tend to be less indicated than ‘hard’ issues such as pure natural 
scientific measures. Oftenmost, participation is interpreted in its ‘weak’ form, that is 
stakeholders and citizens are being informed about political decisions taken or are invita-
ted to attend meetings. Many politicians express concern abut participatory methods that 
aim for empowering citizens, claiming that this is in conflict with the idea of represen-
tative democracy. Surprisingly, the more participatory driven indicator systems have not 
become established in the municipal organisation despite the involvement of many 
different stakeholders in the developing process. In contrast, the more efficiency driven 
systems, have been internally anchored but involved very few external stakeholdes in the 
process. These latter systems are therefore most likely to be used and implemented. In 
general, politicians’ trust in expert knowledge in policy making is high and it is difficult to 
involve citizens in that process. Also, because work with sustainable development issues 
in general, and indicators in particular, is largely seen as projects rather than processes, 
the efficiency ideal prevails in local policy making – maybe not in rhetoric, but certainly 
in practice.      

 
Keywords: Sustainability indicators, policy discourse, sustainable development, public 
participation, institutional arrangements, indicator design, local governance, Swedish 
environmental politics, implementation.  
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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 

With the political commitment to strive towards a future of sustainable deve-
lopment to combat environmental problems, the need to measure achieve-
ments in sustainability has grown since the beginning of the 1990s. Since 
then, different forms of sustainability indicators have been developed rapidly 
in different contexts and at different levels (see Gale and Corday, 1994; 
Chiras and Corson, 1997; Dale and Beyler, 2001; Bell and Morse, 2000; 
McCool and Stankey, 2004). Sustainability indicator is a term used for all 
types of indicators linked to a sustainable development agenda1. This thesis is 
about understanding sustainability indicators and their role in local policy 
making. Although the debate about how to interpret and understand the 
complexity of sustainable development has not concluded, it has spurred the 
development of increasingly sophisticated sustainability indicators within the 
political and private spheres. Indeed, we can witness a growing spectrum of 
political issues that are being measured through these indicators.  

In theory, sustainable development can be understood from two perspec-
tives. The first perspective departures from the standpoint that environmen-
tal problems primarily need to be solved through technological development 
and increased efficiency in use of resources and time. This is the most 
efficient way to reach sustainable development. The other perspective sees 
sustainable development as foremost a democratic movement. Increased 
sustainability is achieved through public participation in decision making 
processes and support of grass-root initiatives. In practice, the former per-
spective has been translated into the discourse of ecological modernisation 
and the latter into the discourse of Agenda 21. The two discourses require 
different forms of governance and naturally favour different policy tools. 
However, sustainability indicators are important to both discourses since 
indicators, among many things, communicate information to different target 
 

                                                      
1 In the literature, a sustainability indicator means the same as an indicator of sustainable deve-
lopment, hence I will use the two terms interchangeably. 
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groups. Information is always important to policy-makers, regardless of 
governing styles and how sustainable development is interpreted in real life. 

A classic dilemma when analyzing politics is that the notions of demo-
cracy and efficiency are rarely able to be combined. Any gain in representa-
tion and increased participation – which is, at least, a major part of demo-
cracy – tends to be at the price of efficiency. Sartori (1987:219) captures this 
dilemma by arguing that the more people involved in a decision-making 
process, the higher the decision-making costs. Here decision-making cost is 
defined as costs in time, resources and energy, which can be interpreted as 
aspects of efficiency. Politicians and policy makers face calls for both effi-
cient and participatory processes – and, preferably, that both be fulfilled at 
the same time. However, reaching efficiency and participation at the same 
time can be conflicting goals since democracy and participation is time con-
suming and efficiency is about using as little time as possible to deliver 
results (Corell and Söderberg, 2005:158, Sjövik, 2002). Thus, a tension in 
governance is created – the tension between reaching legitimacy through 
efficiency claims or particiaptory claims. This governance tension is espe-
cially apparent at the local level. Ultimately, many policies are implemented at 
the local level, and therefore it is the local level where, in reality, politics 
comes closest to voters and citizens. 

Environmental politics have, by tradition, been largely influenced by 
science and have relied on expert knowledge. And even though science and 
technology have been identified as one of the major causes of environmental 
degradation through economic development, they have at the same time 
served as the primary methods for both detecting environmental problems 
and searching for effective solutions (Fischer, 2000:89). Indicators are an 
indispensable tool for scientists and experts to aggregate data and measure 
performance. One example of traditional performance assessment indicators 
can be found in the different management and audit schemes, like ISO 4001 
and EMAS2, widely used within the industry (Veleva and Ellenbecker, 2001). 
When it comes to sustainability indicators, however, they face new demands. 
In the complex task of finding sustainable solutions to environmental pro-
blems, an efficient agenda that focuses on delivering results and measuring 
performance is supplemented by a participatory agenda that promotes trans-
parency and inclusiveness. Since sustainability indicators both define sustai-
nable development and make it operational, they constitute an empirical 
basis for studying and analyzing this inherent tension related to the realiza-
tion of sustainable development.  

 

                                                      
2 ISO stands for the International Organisation for Standardisations and EMAS means Eco 
Management and Audit Scheme.  
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Indicators as construction 
Traditionally, indicators are commonly viewed as objective measurements 
used to indicate changes and provide information about issues. As they are 
often developed to simplify complexity, a more technical definition of an 
indicator could be that it is an "operational representation of an attribute of a 
system" (Gallopin, 1997:17). Even though this may sound complicated, tech-
nical, abstract and even boring, we encounter numerous indicators in our 
everyday lives that guide us through all types of information. GDP (gross 
domestic product) is a well-known macroeconomic indicator used to gauge a 
country's economic performance, and is widely reported in the media, 
economic reports, etc. Football league tables, which indicate teams' perfor-
mance and to rank them in relation to each other, serve as another well-
known example. Indicators influence our lives on a daily basis to a greater or 
lesser extent. We need indicators that can simplify complex relations in order 
to help us make decisions and act. 

Because of its rapid development in policy making, sustainability indi-
cators have been analysed from many different perspectives and attract 
researchers in various academic fields. Sustainable development research is 
relevant to a wide variety of fields, and thus sustainability indicators have 
been the object of many studies. Technicians, natural scientists, social scien-
tists (planners, sociologists, economists and political scientists), as well as 
philosophers have paid attention to such indicators.   

Earlier research on sustainability indicators can broadly be categorized 
into three groups focusing on different perspectives. First, much focus has 
been put on conceptual debates and theoretical research of what sustainable 
development actually means, and whether it is even possible to produce 
indicators for something as complex and subjective as sustainable develop-
ment (see Farell and Hart, 1998; Brugmann, 1997; Stirling, 1999; Journel et 
al., 2003; Azar et al., 1996; Spangenberg, 2002, 2004; Bell and Morse, 2001). 
Second, even more focus has been put on research dealing with the creation 
of optimal models and methods for designing “perfect” indicators. Here, 
focus is put on understanding which criteria are “necessary” to take into 
account in order to develop scientifically valid indicators (see Mitchell et al., 
1995; Atkinson et al., 1997; Barbier et al., 1990; Faucheux et al., 1996; 
Ahmad et al., 1989; Lundqvist, 2000; Foxon et al., 1999; Bell and Morse, 
1999; Hemphill et al., 2004; Scholssberg et al., 2003; Becker, 2005; Leitmann, 
1999; Kline, 2000; McAlpine and Birnie, 2005; Ichikawa et al., 2002; 
Hammond, 1995; Custance and Hillier, 1998). The final (and smallest) area 
of research focuses on sustainability indicators as policy tools and part of 
governance discourses. The existence of the indicators might not change 
politics, but when put in a context they represent much more than ‘pure 
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data’ (see Rydin et al. 2003; Pastille, 2002 Gudmundsson, 2003; Krut and 
Gleckman, 1998; Hajer, 1995; Crilly et al., 1999; Mofatt et al., 2001; Ecker-
berg and Mineur, 2003). Given the fact that they are quite new phenomena 
in society it is understandable that previous research has concentrated on 
defining their content and developing models of indicator criteria. Yet in 
order to increase the understanding of the potential role of sustainability 
indicators in policy making, previous perspectives must be complemented by 
a new approach focusing on the local governance discourse and what the 
indicators in fact represent to those working with them. An indicator can 
mean different things in different settings; thus indicators cannot be seen as 
objective measurements, but must be interpreted as value-laden and socially 
constructed. This follows from the ideas of post-modernism, social construc-
tivism and post-structuralism. 

Politics and policy making is discursively embedded as discourses condi-
tion the way we define, interpret and comprehend our world (Lukes, 2005; 
Fischer and Forester, 1993; Dryzek, 1997; Rydin, 2003; Fairclough, 2003). 
Hence, sustainability indicators are institutionally embedded and discursively 
constructed at the same time. Discourses are expressed through spoken 
language and written texts, words, numbers, images and diagrams in stories 
and narratives. This means that indicators are "embedded in specific situa-
tional contexts, in which actors define the form, function and role of indica-
tor sets as part of policy making" (Astleithner and Hamedinger, 2003:629). 
Indicators are loaded with values in that they include and exclude certain 
characteristics of what is to be indicated and measured.  

A common objective of indicators is that they provide decision-makers 
with a basis for decision, which means that indicators can be powerful tools 
in the agenda setting phase. Depending on what issues and values the indica-
tors represent, they can influence the content of the decisions taken. This 
means that, indirectly, it can be possible to influence politics by shaping 
relevant indicators and deciding their content. Experts have traditionally 
been entrusted with developing indicators for political use. But with the 
growing interest in sustainable development and the call for “good govern-
ance”, implying a broadening of involved stakeholders in the policy making 
process and more transparent processes, indicator development is no longer 
a method "owned" solely by experts. There are many examples of indicators 
made for and by citizens, mostly as part of an Agenda 21 process. Hence, 
sustainability indicators may have many different target groups and address 
different problems, and thus be driven by different political agendas. Since 
they can be understood as social constructions, they represent particular 
ways in which problems are defined, policy targets are set and progress mea-
sured. Therefore, indicators should be analysed in their context of relation-
ships between policy actors. This study will address this need and develop a 
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fruitful approach to understanding the role of sustainability indicators in the 
local governance discourse.  

Problem, aim and research question 
In practice, sustainability indicators define sustainable development and 
make it tangible. This raises questions about what role(s) sustainability indi-
cators play in politics. This thesis seeks to put sustainability indicators in a 
wider perspective, not addressed by earlier research, in order to understand 
their potential as powerful instruments in local environmental governance. 
The initial research problem motivating this study concerns what role(s) 
sustainability indicators can play in sustainable development-related politics 
at a local level. It is necessary to develop an understanding of the function of 
the indicators within the context of the tension between efficiency and 
participatory democracy that is evident in political practice. Hence, one 
overall research question has been identified: Are the development of 
sustainability indicators driven by expert and efficiency claims or by transpa-
rency and participatory claims?  

To understand the role(s) of the indicators, a social constructivist point of 
departure is useful, as argued. Focus will be put on the processes of design-
ing and developing the indicators, and on who participated in this work. The 
theoretical point of departure for the study is the institutional-arrangement 
approach developed by Rydin (2003), which allows the development of an 
empirical as well as theoretical understanding of sustainability indicators.  
The basis of this theory is that the institutional arrangements surrounding a 
policy always imply choices regarding the type of governance arrangements 
adopted for the specific policy issue. Consequently, this also has implications 
for who will benefit from these arrangements. These institutional choices go 
alongside the discursive constructions of the use of language in relation to 
the specific policy. An institutional arrangement approach recognises both 
these aspects and implies that research methods must take both into account 
(Rydin, 2003:10). Institutional as well as discursively inspired methods will 
thus be combined in the analyses in order to facilitate the progression of the 
analysis from the context of the indicators to their meaning. This research 
design was chosen, firstly, because sustainability indicators operate within a 
governance context and can never be detached from their surroundings and, 
secondly, to increase the understanding of indicators as normative construc-
tions of ideas and ideals. The study has an explorative character and seeks to 
develop the theoretical understanding of the sustainability indicators’ role(s) 
in local environmental governance. The aim of the thesis is to describe, 
explore and analyse the role(s) of sustainability indicators in politics related 
to sustainable development, in particular at the local level.    
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A Swedish context 
Sweden is the chosen case for this study because it has a reputation of being 
one of the most extreme countries when it comes to promoting and imple-
menting environmental and sustainable development polices. I have chosen 
to focus on sustainability indicator systems at the local level since, in prac-
tice, much of the sustainable development work, including indicator iden-
tification, is carried out at this level. Even the sustainability indicators deve-
loped at the international and national level usually target the local level. 
Compared to the national level, the local level answered the call to develop 
sustainability indicators early. In this study, seven indicator systems in three 
municipalities will be analysed as observations of the case. The local arena is 
chosen for mainly three reasons: first because much of the actual implemen-
tation of politics is made at the local level. Second, because the local level 
have the greatest possibilities to work with participatory methods in practice. 
A part of the study is to investigate how and if the call for broader participa-
tion in general in sustainability works at local level is answered by the 
indicators. Third, the local level provides possibilities to both study indicator 
systems that had been developed by other levels to be implemented at local 
level, as well as indicator systems that were developed from the beginning in 
their local context. Even though the study should be considered as explora-
tive rather than comparative, my ambition is to make some comparative 
notes in the final analysis in order to reflect on the methodological value 
(external validity) of the case.     

Outline of the study 
The thesis contains nine chapters. This introductory chapter sets the scene 
for the work by framing the problem and articulating the aim of the study. 
Chapter two aims to shed light on sustainability indicators as a growing, and 
therefore interesting, trend in sustainable development politics, given that 
they seem to appear at all political levels. Here, I will answer two questions:  
what form can sustainability indicators take? and what are the important 
indicator systems, ranging from international to local level? A brief 
description of the most common systems at international, regional, national 
(Swedish) and sub-national levels will illustrate their great variety. After the 
framing and explanation of sustainability indicators as such, chapter three 
sets out the theoretical framework. This chapter aims to formulate a novel 
theoretical approach to defining and investigating the role(s) of sustainability 
indicators in local context. Here, the complex concepts and ideas of sustain-
able development, as well as governance, will be defined and linked to 
theoretical aspects of efficiency and participation. This chapter answers the 
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question: how should the indicators role(s) in local governance be theore-
tically approached? Naturally, the chosen theoretical design implies metho-
dological considerations and explanations. These are presented in chapter 
four. In chapter five, parts of the Swedish environmental policy context at 
national and sub-national levels will be laid out, together with introductions 
of the three municipalities, Stockholm, Växjö and Sundsvall, which con-
stitute the local arena for the empirical observations. This chapter addresses 
the question: what is the national and local policy background relevant to 
understanding the local indicator systems and their role(s)? The following 
tree chapters, six, seven and eight, contain empirical analyses. The indicator 
systems (seven in totals) in each of the three municipalities are described and 
analysed, according to the structure set out in the theoretical chapter. This 
structure consists of a descriptive part, which aims to map the context of the 
indicators, and a more analytical part, which focuses on the representation of 
the indicators. Chapter nine summarises the conclusions from the three 
previous chapters and revisits the research questions. Here, the theoretical 
understanding of sustainability indicators is developed in relation to the 
overall findings. 
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Chapter 2 
 

Different perspectives on sustainability indicators 

Sustainability indicators have developed rapidly at all political and admin-
istrative levels in society during the last 15 years. The International Institute 
for Sustainable Development (IISD), located in Canada, provides a database 
of sustainable development indicator initiatives around the world.  Its aim is 
to function as a guide to the roles of various actors in the field of sustain-
ability indicators (IISD, 2007). In July 2007 there were 836 initiatives re-
ported in the database, which is an ambitious collection, and even so, likely 
incomplete.  It is clear that sustainability indicators have become a frequently 
used instrument in environmental governance. But because of the complex-
ity of the task of assessing sustainable development, and the different inter-
pretations of how to reach sustainability in the best way, the indicators tend 
to vary considerably when it comes to the types and functions.  

When working with sustainable development issues, it is important to 
remember that what is seen as a sustainable goal or solution in one setting 
can be seen as an unsustainable goal or solution in another environment. 
This is particularly the case when it comes to indicating progress towards 
sustainable development. This implies that there is always value judgement 
and subjectivity inbuilt in indicator development and use.  In other words, 
there are always ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ in the politics of sustainable develop-
ment. An illustrative example provided by Morse et al. (2001:11) from their 
study of farming projects in Nigeria was the discrepancy between the 
farmers’ view of reduced pesticide use versus the general public’s view.  
People living close to the fields saw a decline in pesticide use as an indicator 
of sustainability, since they were negatively affected by the pesticides.  
However, because less pesticide use increased disease incidence of the crops 
and reduced the farmers’ income, they saw it as an unsustainable reform. 
Thus, indicators are normative and their shape and content depends on how 
they were defined in the first place. Since the meanings and interpretations of 
sustainability indicators vary according to their surrounding, this chapter 
aims to introduce and discuss different perspectives on how sustainability 
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indicators have been understood and approached in practice as well as in the 
literature.  

The chapter starts by discussing the concept of indicators and their 
desired characteristics, and then introduces a typology of indicator functions. 
Thereafter follows a description of the dominating sustainability indicator 
systems at the international level, and the work with indicators around the 
Baltic Sea, which constitutes the region surrounding the Swedish case study. 
This is followed by a presentation of Swedish initiatives in the area, at natio-
nal and sub-national levels. In this final part of the chapter, the systems are 
discussed in relation to the typology introduced in the beginning. The aim is 
to show how different sustainability indicator systems look in terms of 
scope, function and aggregated level.  

Means of communication 
As briefly discussed in the introductory chapter, indicators are phenomenon 
that we encounter every day in many different contexts. Often we do not 
recognize them as indicators but as pure information about “facts”. Fre-
quently, indicators or indices are used for comparison between entities like 
countries, sports teams, universities or individuals, depending on the type of 
indicator set. They function as simplifying parameters of the information, 
needed in order to understand the logic behind the comparison and ranking. 
Often there is so much information about the issue at stake that there is an 
obvious need to clarify and/or simplify the information in order to make 
sense of it. This is especially true when it comes to sustainable development 
which, in theory and in practice, is a complex goal to reach, as will be further 
discussed in chapter three. Information is communicated through indicators, 
yet in different ways and with different target groups. Hence one obvious 
aim of indicators in general, and sustainability indicators in particular, is to 
reduce complexity and increase understanding. When assessing or measuring 
conditions one can choose to present the findings, for example, as an index, 
as key-ratio indicators or as simple indicators. Below, I intend to shed light 
on how these different concepts interrelate in terms of communicating 
information.  
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Figure 2.1 The information pyramid 

                                       
 

 Increased possibility to:  
 
 - Draw general conclusions, 
 - Enhance the information density  
 - Communicate the information  

 

 

 
 

Source: Based on Linser 1999:207; Shields et al. 2002:152; Segnestam and Persson 2002.  

There are reasons to distinguish between indicators, indices, parameters and 
data since they represent different levels of precision. A common metaphor 
used in the literature to illustrate the differences, but also the relationship 
between those concepts, is an information pyramid. The shape of the pyra-
mid, with a broad base and a narrow top, helps to understand and follow the 
logics of the relationships between the concepts. In the foundation, or the 
bottom of the pyramid, we find data. Data can, for example, be time series 
of the degree of oxygen in a specific lake, or a survey conducted to find out 
the Swedes’ positions regarding the European Union the government’s 
newly proposed policy changes in the environmental field. Data is most 
often collected through, surveys, observations, interviews or other relevant 
methods used by scientists, analysts and policy-makers. From the data it is 
possible to construct parameters, which are properties that are measured or 
observed. Indicators are parameters or values derived from parameters 
which point to, provide information about, or describe the state or condition 
of a phenomenon with a significance extending beyond that directly asso-
ciated with a parameter value. Commonly used or referred to indicators are, 
for example: the election turnout, the GDP, a traffic light or a body tempera-
ture of 37,5 degrees Celsius, indicating fever. So called key-ratio indicators 
(also called headline- or core indicators) are usually limited, well-selected and 
highly communicative indicators meant to function as a headline, or messen-
ger, to indicate trends and prioritised areas. These key-ratio indicators are 
situated in-between indicators and indices in the pyramid. At the top of the 
pyramid we find indices, which are sets of aggregated or weighted indicators 
(or parameters). The Human Development Index (HDI) is frequently used 
as reference point in the (sustainable) development discourse when referring 

Index

Key ratio

Indicators

Data

 



 

 12 

to a nation’s wellbeing (Hanley, 2000). Each year since 1990, the Human 
Development Report has published the HDI, which looks beyond GDP to a 
broader definition of well-being. To exemplify, in 2006, the HDI ranked 
Sweden as number five out of 177 countries (Human Development Report, 
2006).  

The HDI provides a composite measure of three dimensions: health and 
longevity (measured by life expectancy), level of education (measured by 
adult literacy and enrolment at the primary, secondary and tertiary level) and 
standard of living (measured by purchasing power parity (PPP), income). 
However, the index cannot be seen as a comprehensive measure of human 
development because it does not, for example, include such relevant indica-
tors as inequality, respect for human rights and political freedom. Never-
theless, it does provide a broadened prism (compared to the GDP measure-
ment) for viewing human progress and the complex relationship between 
income and well-being (ibid).  

There have been several initiatives aimed at facilitating the understanding 
and communication of the indicators. One of the most original ideas is the 
so called “Dashboard of sustainability” developed in 2000 by an internet-
based working group of researchers and institutions called the Consultative 
Group on Sustainable Development Indicators. As understood by its name 
the framework uses the metaphor of a panel dashboard, in order to illustrate 
trends shown by the indicators. The prime aim is to provide simple and 
concise information on sustainability indicator use in a way that will attract 
the media, the general public and policy makers. The dashboard is made up 
of three displays corresponding to each of the three (original) dimensions of 
sustainable development: the environment, the economy and the society. 
Indicators are attached to each of the displays; seven to each of the ecologi-
cal and social dimensions and one (the GDP) to the economic dimension. 
To illustrate the trends shown by the indicators, there is a needle pointing to 
green (signifying a positive trend), yellow (signifying be cautious and alert) or 
red (signifying a negative trend). This initiative is foremost an attempt to 
move away from the scientific and traditional way of presenting indicators 
(indices, diagrams etc.). It is a visual instrument aiming to present indicators 
in an easy to understand way that everybody can relate to, namely the instru-
ment panel in a car (Hardi, 2001).   

One advantage in using an index instead of indicators as the mean to 
inform is to reduce the amount of measurements. As shown in Figure 1, the 
closer to the top of the pyramid, the more general and easily communicated 
information is obtained. However, at the same time, the information be-
comes more and more imprecise and blunt as its level of aggregation 
increases. The point of the pyramid is to show that information can be more 
or less easily communicated depending on “how” it is presented and framed. 
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The choice of level of aggregation when presenting new information will 
have effects on how easily it will be understood by the target group and 
users. Politicians, organisations, researchers and policy-makers who launch 
sets of data, indicator sets and indices should be aware of this since there is 
always one or more target groups for the information. By viewing indicators 
as bearers of information, it is relevant and necessary to discuss what 
characteristics a sustainability indicator should have in order to be usable.  

Characteristics and features 
Different requirements to be taken into account when developing sustain-
ability indicators can be found both in the literature and in practice (policy 
recommendations). Below the most frequently listed indicator-characteristics 
found in the literature are summarized.  

Table 2.1 Desired characteristics of sustainability indicators  

Scientific     Functional  

Sensitivity 
Sensitive to changes 
Quantification 
Possible to quantify 
Measurable 
According to standardised methods 
Verifiable 
Possible to verify by third party  
Clear in value 
Show a clear direction of positive  
and negative values  
Clear in content 
Measure what they intend to measure  
Appropriate in scale 
Not over- or under- aggregated  
Objective 
Independent of assumptions 
Changeable 
Possible to influence 
Comprehensive 
Embrace all aspects of the issue 

   Simplicity 
   Easy to use 
   Policy relevant 
   Support prioritised policies and issues  
   Available  
   Use available data  
   Timeliness 

 Able to be produced in reasonable  
 and appropriate time-scale 

   Few 
   Manageable to handle  
   Comparable 
   Serve as benchmarking tool  
   Feasible 
   Realistic to measure  
   Understandable  
   Possible to understand by all stakeholders  

 Democratic 
 People should have input to indicators choice  
 and have access to results 

   Participatory  
   Include stakeholders in the measurement process 

Source: Pastille, 2002; Bell and Morse, 2000; Harger and Meyer, 1996; EEA, 2004; NUTEK, 2001.  

In the table I have divided the characteristics into either scientific or func-
tional. The former aims to guarantee a scientific approach to the develop-
ment and selection process. In other words, they specify the validity and 
methodological legitimacy of the indicators. These characteristics are all well-
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known concepts in the measurement and statistical discourse. Here the goal 
is to strive for objectivity, long time-series and consistency in order to 
achieve valid information. This may be relevant in the scientific world, but to 
make the indicators work in the political realm and be functional tools in 
policy making, the indicators may need some additional, more functional 
characteristics, which are listed in the right column. To consider both the 
functional characteristics with some of the scientific ones may be very 
difficult, in practice. For example, in theory the ideal could be to develop an 
indicator that indicates and measures what it is supposed to measure, and is 
therefore clear in value and content. But in practice, it is the availability of 
data that is the factor that determines if this is possible, in the end. Thus, 
availability of data is a functional criterion that, in this case, may be more 
relevant and important to policy makers and politicians than to scientists. 
However, some characteristics may overlap and can be both scientific and 
functional at the same time. For example ‘measurable’ is generally a scientific 
characteristic, but in some circumstances (perhaps those involving more 
subjective issues), non-standardised methods of measurement may need to 
be employed in order to produce measurability in an indicator. To develop 
“new” methods requires time and resources, which also bring in the issues of 
functionality and also political feasibility.  

In her dissertation from 2000, Lundqvist discusses the quantitative versus 
qualitative approaches to indicators. She lists three main difficulties of relying 
only on quantitative indicators: first, operationalising sustainability by using 
only quantitative indicators potentially neglects certain aspects. Second, since 
it is difficult to prioritise between possible indicators, they might be chosen 
randomly. The third problem she points to is the lack of data. This can affect 
the choice of indicators, as well as the choice of system boundaries. When 
there is lack of data, more qualitative approaches could be used in order to 
capture what is intended to be measured. Minogue too captures the problem 
of relying to heavily on quantifiable data by stating that: “Only that which 
can be counted is permitted to count […] in the complex social and 
economic world to which public policies are addressed, and from which in 
part they spring, a considerable range of factors simply cannot be quantified” 
(1997:16). So, in order to get meaningful indicators, Lundqvist proposes a 
three step framework; one should begin by defining the aim and purpose of 
the indicators. It should include principles of sustainability, which should 
constitute the basis of the more specific categories. The second step should 
be to define the categories to be considered by the indicators. They should 
cover relevant aspects of sustainability and be operational in order to avoid 
the omission of relevant aspects of sustainability. Finally, a model of causal 
chains needs to be developed and Lundqvist assumes this is done by experts 
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and scientists. However, we know from some of the functional characteris-
tics that the public and other stakeholders may also be involved in the work.   

Frameworks focusing on the development process 
Even though most of the frameworks developed in the literature concerns 
the indicators as such in order to present scientifically sound sustainability 
indicators (see chapter one) there have also been initiatives to develop 
methodologies to guide the developing process. One such framework is the 
Bellagio principles framework from 1996. As a response to the call for 
developing more sophisticated measurements of sustainable development in 
the World Commission on Environment and Development’s (WCED) 
report from 1987, an international group of researchers and statisticians 
came together in Bellagio, Italy in November 1996 to review progress to date 
and share experiences from the field at a practical level (IISD, 2001). Based 
on the discussion and the workshops, the group developed ten principles to 
serve as a guideline for the whole assessment process, including the choice 
and design of the indicators, their interpretation and the communication of 
the results (IISD, 1997). The idea is that the principles should be applied as a 
complete set since they all relate to each other in the process.  

Table 2.2  The Bellagio Principles  

Aspects Principles  

Establish a vision    1.  Guiding Visions and Goals 

Content    2. Holistic Perspective 
  3. Essential Elements 
  4. Adequate Scope 
  5. Practical Focus 

Key issues   6. Openness 
  7. Effective Communication 
  8. Broad Participation 

Establish capacity for assessment    9. Ongoing Assessment 
10. Institutional Capacity 

Source: IISD, 2001  

The principles deal with four aspects of the assessment process towards 
sustainable development. The first aspect includes principle one, and deals 
with the starting point of an assessment that is to establish a vision of 
sustainable development including clear goals that provide a practical 
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definition of that vision that is meaningful for the decision-makers. The 
second aspect includes principles two to five and deals with the content of 
any assessment, and the need to merge a sense of the overall systems with a 
practical focus on current priority issues. Principles six to eight belong to the 
third aspect, which deals with key issues of the assessment process. The final 
aspect, including principles nine and ten, deals with the necessity for 
establishing a continuing capacity for assessment. Target groups are national 
governments, non-government organisations, corporations, community 
groups and inter-national organisations. Hence, the principles are context-
independent since they do not require a certain context or a certain level in 
order to be applicable. Since the principles claim to cover the whole 
assessment process, they not only deal with determining what should be 
indicated, but also how it should be indicated and who should be involved in 
the work. According to the principles, broad stakeholder involvement will 
secure a link to policies being adopted and results obtained. Hence, the 
normative standpoint is that sustainable development governance needs a 
participatory element in order to be successful.   

Another process-related method claiming to cover the whole process, 
from defining sustainable development to evaluating the final indicators, is 
the PICABUE method, which targets the city level (Mitchell et al., 1995). 
This method was developed in the UK in the mid 1990s. It derives its name 
from seven principles to take into account when developing indicators: first, 
stakeholders need to reach consensus on principles and definitions of 
sustainable development that are used and the objectives of the sustainability 
indicators systems. Second, one needs to identify and select issues of concern. 
The third principle addresses the need to construct and select indicators of 
issues of concern. The fourth principle is to augment those selected indicators, 
and principle five is about modifying the augmented indicators to address 
boundary issues. Further, principle six articulates the need to develop uncer-
tainty indicators from the augmented indicators. The final principle concerns 
the need for evaluating and reviewing final sustainability indicators. As will be 
seen in the analysis, the PICABUE method was used in the work with one 
indicator system in Stockholm.  

As has been shown, methods and frameworks have been developed 
concerning both the indicators as such and also the process surrounding the 
whole assessment process, including indicator development. Both the 
Bellagio principles and the PICABUE method do address the issues of 
evaluations and following up work of the indicators, which are extremely 
important in order to achieve continuity in the work. What is clear is that 
different indicator sets reflect different characteristics depending on their 
function. Below, I describe and discuss some of the main contemporary 
sustainability indicator systems found at different political levels, ranging 
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from global to local, in order to bring some clarity and order to the jungle of 
sustainability indicator systems found in society today.  This is done in order 
to present different types of indicators. I will use the three function typology 
developed by the Pastille research group3 to facilitate the categorisation of 
systems.  

Variety of functions 
By introducing some of the main systems at different levels, I intend to show 
how the systems can vary regarding their sustainability scope and function. 
Because the indicators have different functions in different settings, they also 
play different roles in environmental governance (Pastille, 2002). According 
to the Pastille research group the sustainability indicators’ functions can be 
broadly categorised according to three types: (1) objective setting (2) 
technical and managerial and (3) public communication and participation. 
Indicators that are categorised in the first type, objective setting, help to set 
sustainable development policy goals. The technical and managerial indica-
tors monitor the process towards sustainable development policy goals, 
assess the performance of units or function as information and guiding tools 
to decision-makers and planners. In the third category, indicators are used to 
raise awareness, educating and communicating with the public or selected 
groups and encourage public participation and motivate civic action (ibid).   

Albeit there are other definitions and categories of indicator types, the 
Pastille typology is useful since it takes into account, both, efficiency as well 
as democracy goals in the process of developing sustainability indicators. 
Table 2.3 serves to show a limited but carefully selected number of the 
systems developed at global, regional and national levels to illustrate the 
widespread use of sustainability indicators. This analysis should be seen as 
illustrative rather than analytic in the sense that my main intention in listing 
and briefly discussing indicator systems at different levels is to provide 
examples to the reader from the vast amount of indicator systems being 
developed and used.

 

                                                      
3 Pastille means Promoting Action for Sustainability Through the Use of Indicators at the 
Local Level in Europe and was an EU research project carried out between 2002 and 2004, 
under the leadership of Professor Yvonne Rydin, London School of Economics and Political 
Science.  
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What the table shows is that most of the systems are technical and manage-
rial in their nature, as their main function is to assess performance or to 
monitor the process towards different sustainability goals. There is only one 
system that can be classified according to the third function, namely the 
EU:s project ’Making News’. Here public participation was a cornerstone in 
the development process and an explicit aim within the whole project. How-
ever, many of the systems have several aims and, therefore, they could have 
several functions. For example they may both measure performance and be a 
communicative tool to the public. Table 2.3 thus summarizes the different 
indicator systems according to the function most clearly articulated by its 
respective owner. A description of these systems follows.  

International initiatives 
The most established and widely spread sustainability indicator systems 
defined at the global level are those of the United Nations, the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), and the European 
Union.  The United Nations launched its systems in 2001 and 1990. That of 
the OECD was originally developed in 1991 (environmental indicators), but 
since then has been refined and revised several times, and now encompasses 
a broader scope of sustainability concern, compared to in the beginning of 
the 1990s. 

The development of sustainability indicators in those three international 
bodies was carried out almost simultaneously, although it is obvious that the 
OECD and the EU were inspired by the UN, since they refer to the work 
carried out by various UN bodies. Already in December 1992, the UN 
General Assembly established the United Nations Commission on Sustain-
able Development (CSD) to ensure effective follow-up of United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development, also known as the Earth 
Summit in 1992. The Commission is responsible for reviewing progress of 
the implementation of Agenda 21 and the Rio declarations from the Earth 
Summit as well as providing policy guidance to follow up the Johannesburg 
Plan of Implementation4 at the local, national, regional and international 
levels. 

In April 1995 the CSD adopted a Work Program on Indicators of 
Sustainable Development. In a collaborative process involving governments, 
international organisations, academic institutions, non-governmental organi-
sations and individual experts, 58 core indicators were developed to be used 
at national level by national governments. According to CSD the indicators 
 

                                                      
4 The Johannesburg Plan of Implementation was the follow up initiative of Agenda 21 lead by 
the UN in Johannesburg, South Africa in 2002. 
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should be seen as tools for assisting countries who wish to develop their own 
set of national indicators to measure progress towards nationally defined 
goals and objectives for sustainable development. The aim was to create indi-
cators that could help compare the progress in countries around the world. 
The indicator framework was tested by 22 countries between 1996 and 1999 
on a voluntary basis. With the experiences gained from the testing process, a 
final indicator set of 134 indicators (58 were core indicators) was presented 
in 2001 (UN, 2001). 

The CSD set of indicators is organized according to four sustainable 
development areas: social, environmental, economic and institutional. Each 
area has 15 themes, which in turn are divided into 38 sub-themes.5 The sub-
themes are then interpreted into the 58 sustainability indicators. This set was 
the first one to explicitly take into account the institutional dimension of 
sustainability (Spangenberg, 2002:103). Institutional indicators should mea-
sure the effectiveness of institutions by assessing their implementation in 
relation to their purposes (ibid). However, according to Spangenberg (ibid) 
the CSD has not succeeded to develop relevant institutional indicators 
because they are shaped by historically experienced problems which may 
make them fail to react proactively to potential threats and changes in the 
future – former problems are not necessary relevant problems in the future.   

During 2006 the CSD’s indicator set was undergoing a revision process. 
The main goal with the revision was to abandon the traditional division of 
indicators in the four sustainability pillars (environment, economy, social and 
institutional) and instead find interlinked indicators that could better reflect 
the multi-dimensional nature of sustainable development (UN, 2006). 
According to International Institute of Sustainable Development (IISD) the 
CSD indicators were still too numerous to function as a comparable 
measurement. For many countries, there are several indicators that are not 
relevant, for example indicators of coastal and marine issues are of no 
interest to landlocked countries. Thus, the initiative has not lead to a com-
mon set of comparable UN indicators but serve as a guideline and support 
system to countries wishing to develop their own national indicator sets. 
Another effect of the CSD indicators pointed out by IISD was that the 
approach attracted political interest in indicators by providing indicator 
methodologies and tools that could increase the rigor and credibility of 
national assessing processes (IISD, 2005). The CSD indicator initiative 
 

                                                      
5 Social themes are: “equity”, “health”, “education”, “housing”, “security” and “population”. 
The environmental themes are: “atmosphere”, “land”, “ocean, seas and coasts”, “fresh water” 
and “biodiversity”. The economic themes are: “economic structure” and “consumption and 
production patterns”. The institutional themes are “institutional framework” and “institutio-
nal capacity” (UN, 2001) 
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illustrates a dilemma in creating functional indicator sets; they should be 
broad in scope but few in numbers and still relevant to those working with it. 
Apparently the global UN set is too broad to be relevant to all countries and 
therefore it fails to be useful as a comparable set applicable to all.       

In 1991 the OECD provided a list of desirable characteristics for envi-
ronmental indicators (OECD, 1991). This list has, in turn, been modified 
and revised to also include indicators for sustainable development. Accord-
ing to the OECD the relevant characteristics of the indicators are three-fold.  
First they must have policy relevance, which means that they must be easy to 
interpret, show trends over time, be responsive to changes in driving forces, 
and have threshold or reference values against which progress may be 
measured. Second, the indicators must be analytically sound; and third, they 
must be measurable. This list serves as the basis for the Pressure State 
Response model (PSR model) which is developed by the OECD to make 
operational and facilitate the analyses of what certain indicators need to 
reflect. The PSR model is based on the premise that there are pressures on 
the Earth’s environmental systems, and that these pressures combine to 
produce a particular state of the environment to which decision- makers at 
different levels then respond with appropriate action. For instance, the 
pressures can be in the form of population growth, structural change, 
economic change or public concern over, for example, waste disposal. The 
state of the environment can be amounts or concentrations of waste in the 
environment, pollution concentrations, etc. The responses from the society 
include government policies, social response in terms of environmental 
activism by individuals or initiatives from the corporate sector (Atkinson et 
al., 1997; Mofatt et al., 2001; Bell and Morse, 2003).  

The OECD publishes factbooks on a regular basis, which are global 
overviews of economic, environmental and social statistics. During the last 
20 years, the organization has conducted and published numerous amounts 
of national environmental performance reviews. Most of the OECD indica-
tors are products of such performance reviews (OECD, 2006). In order to 
meet the future challenges in achieving sustainable development, the OECD 
states that market instruments must be used more efficiently (OECD, 2001). 
Cost-efficient approaches and solutions as well as technology-driven innova-
tions are stipulated as ways forward to achieve sustainability. The reviews 
point to the fact that most countries increasingly move from process-
oriented policies to result-oriented policies as a way to tackle environmental 
problems (ibid:75). However, broad-based consultative and awareness-raising 
activities, more openness in decision making, as well as high quality assess-
ment processes are thus emphasized as central elements of the work towards 
a sustainable future. Openness is defined as full access to environmental 
information for all actors, meaningful consultation and public participation, 
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and a continuing dialogue with stakeholders. To achieve this, indicators are 
put forward as one of the most efficient instruments since using them would 
improve the democratic debate and give better possibilities for the public to 
claim accountability of public authorities (ibid:75). Moreover, the OECD 
indicators are seen as powerful tools to track and chart environmental 
progress. Thus they can serve diverse functions, including: delivering 
information, mapping a state, facilitating the accountability process and 
increasing and improving democracy. It is further stated by the OECD that 
the indicators should be reliable, measurable and policy-relevant in order to 
measure progress and performance, monitor policy integration and allow for 
effective international comparison (OECD, 2003). The OECD’s work with 
sustainability indicators is definitely one of the most ambitious in terms of 
viewing indicators as a broad tool, with different functions that may be 
useful in many settings. However, when looking more close to the indicators 
it becomes clear that the OECD views indicators primarily as tools for the 
reporting on performance of national sustainable development policies 
despite their emphasis made on consultative activities and. Efficiency and 
effectiveness are the most visibly guiding principles in their work (OECD, 
2000; 2004).   

EU indicator systems 

Moving from the global level to the European level, the EU has taken a few 
initiatives in developing sustainability indicators. Already in 1997 the 
Eurostat presented a pilot study of sustainability indicators covering the 
social, economic, environmental and institutional themes, based on the UN 
framework (Eurostat, 1997). In 2002 the Eurostat established a task force 
including researchers, national experts and members of national govern-
ments with a mission to develop indicators related to the EU strategy for 
sustainable development (2001). Three years later, in 2005, the task force 
presented a set of indicators which was deliberated on and endorsed by the 
EU Commission. The aim of the indicators was twofold: to measure on a 
regular basis the progress of the objectives in the sustainable development 
strategy and to provide information of a possible necessary revision of the 
same strategy (European Union, 2006). In the framework, which is based on 
the ten themes from the strategy of sustainable development,6 indicators are 
attached to the themes in a three-level structure. Each level is being used to 
match the need of different types of users. Level I consist of 12 headline 
 

                                                      
6 The themes in the sustainable development strategy are: economic development, poverty 
and social exclusion, ageing society, public health, climate change and energy, production and 
consumption patterns, management of natural resources, transport, good governance and 
global partnership (European Union, 2006). 
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indicators aimed at high-level policy as well as the general public. Level II 
indicators are intended to evaluate the core policy areas together with the 
Level I indicators. They also serve as a communication tool to the general 
public. Level III indicators aim to facilitate deeper insights of special issues 
within the themes. They are intended for a more specialised audience. In 
total there are 12 headline, 45 core policy and 98 analytical indicators. 
Eurostat is responsible for collecting the data from the member states.  

This set of indicators targets the national level of the member states, but 
the EU has also launched two sustainability indicator initiatives directly 
aimed for the local level. In 1999, under the title “Making news for Moni-
toring Progress”, the DG Environment of the European Commission 
supported a three year practical investigation into Community Sustainable 
Development Indicators through its Life funding programme. The environ-
mental charity “Environ” based in Leicester, UK, led the project which 
involved ten cities across Europe, among them Stockholm, Sweden. The idea 
was to use the media to communicate progress made in sustainable deve-
lopment issues by using indicators, with the purpose of influencing the 
awareness and behaviour of individuals by showing meaningful measure-
ments that people could relate to their daily lives. Another aim was to 
involve citizens directly in the process by letting them measure the signs of 
progress themselves. This was intended to encourage the people to develop a 
stake in the signs of progress so that they would become prepared to act and 
change their behaviour with regard to some of the issues (Environ, 2000). 
The strategy was to ask people the measurements and indictors they wanted, 
in order to help them to collect the necessary information and then commu-
nicate the results in the newspapers. The project lasted for only a couple of 
years. One of the problems seemed to be largely due to the ambitious parti-
cipative methodology – in practice it was very difficult to arrange it and to 
raise interest for the issue among responsible units within the local authority 
(interview 24). The second EU project, European Common Indicators 
(ECI), targeted the local level and seemed to be a bit more successful than 
the “Making News” project. This project has been far more ambitious.  

In their 1998 publication ‘Communication on Sustainable Urban Deve-
lopment in the European Union: a Framework for Action’, the European 
Commission signalled the importance of developing measures and monitor-
ing methods to support local sustainability initiatives, in general, and the 
progress of local Agenda 21, in particular (European Commission, 1998). 
The Commission saw the need to identify indicators to be able to compare 
the progress at the local level and between local authorities in Europe. 
Representatives from the European local authorities were invited to parti-
cipate in the developing process, and the aim was to jointly define objectives 
and comparable data of local sustainable development to gain a better 
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understanding of sustainability progress at the local level in Europe. The 
final document, launched at the 3rd European Conference on Sustainable 
Cities in 2000, presented 10 common indicators for a sustainable develop-
ment reflecting six sustainability principles: equality and social inclusion, 
local/global relationship, local economy, local governance/empowerment/ 
democracy, environmental protection and cultural heritage/quality of the 
built environment. Issues covered by the indicators are, for example, citizens’ 
satisfaction with the local community, quality of the air and products 
promoting sustainability. In the agreement of adoption it is stressed that the 
common indicators should be seen as a supportive tool to local authorities in 
their work with sustainability and, if possible, complement local indicators 
already in use.  

It was a voluntary task to join the initiative, but in late 2003 more than 
140 municipalities, local authorities and cities had signed the agreement 
(European Common Indicators, 2003). According to the final report evaluat-
ing the project, many local authorities faced problems with adjusting the 
ECIs to fit their local context (ibid). The same ECI was interpreted into 
many different local indicators in the different local settings, hence present-
ing the problem using broad indicators, encompassing several interpreta-
tions. 

Several of the above mentioned organisations refer to the Driving Pres-
sure State Impact Responses model when they present their indicator initia-
tives. This model is a developed version of the PSR model launched by the 
OECD. The European Environment Agency (EEA) has added two dimen-
sions to the PSR model: Driving forces and Impact. This turns the PSR 
model a DPSIR model (EEA, 1999). The EEA has divided the original pres-
sure indicators into either driving force indicators or pressure indicators. The 
driving force indicators are defined as the social, demographic and economic 
developments in societies, while the pressure indicators relate to the output 
of the driving forces, such as ‘CO2 emissions per sector’ or ‘rocks or amount 
of land used for roads’. The impact dimension aims to show the impact that 
changes in the state of environment have on social and economic functions 
on the environment, such as the rise of sea levels due to global warming. 
Since the EEA launched their version of the model, it has been frequently 
used to sort and analyse not only environmental indicators but also sustain-
ability indicators at different levels (CEROI7, 2005; RUS8, 2005; Swedish 
Environmental Protection Agency, 2005).  
 

                                                      
7 CEROI stands for Cities Environment Reports On the Internet. It is an internet based pro-
gramme aiming to facilitate access to environmental information for decision-making and 
general awareness-raising in cities. More information can be found at www.ceroi.net. 
8 RUS stands for Regionala Uppföljningssystem and will be further introduced in this chapter.  
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Regional initiatives 
Two of the most developed sustainability indicator initiatives at the regional 
level (of relevance for Sweden) are the work carried out by the Nordic 
Council and the Baltic 21 network. Sweden is an active member in both.  

The Nordic Council, which was formed in 1952, has 87 members9 from 
the five Nordic countries and three autonomous territories. The members of 
the council are also members of the national parliaments. In 1998 the Nordic 
prime ministers and the political leaders of the autonomous areas of the 
Faroe Islands, Greenland and the Åland Islands adopted the “Declaration on 
a Sustainable Nordic Region”. The strategy (declaration) was endorsed in 
2001 by the national governments. In 2004, it was revised and new long-term 
goals and visions for the period up to 2020, and goals and initiatives until 
2008, were set in the document entitled: “Sustainable Development – New 
Bearings for the Nordic Countries” (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2004). The 
purpose of the strategy is to:  

“Complement the Nordic countries’ national strategies as well as other 
international and regional strategies for sustainable development, and 
thereby help strengthen efforts in the international arena. By this means, 
the Nordic countries can promote closer, binding international coopera-
tion for sustainable development.” (ibid:10).  

Linked to the strategy are indicators which are to be revised and developed 
on a continuous basis in pace with the progress of finding more precise data 
(Nordic Council of Ministers, 2003; 2003b; 2006). The indicator set consists 
of two types of indicators, superior indicators and detailed and specific 
indicators, which are aimed to describe developments and results in relation 
to the overall objectives and goals in the strategy. Most of the indicators 
describe trends at national level, which makes it possible to compare 
between the countries. Here indicators are seen as instruments of reliable 
and relevant information that should serve as basis for decisions for poli-
ticians as well as businesses. The scope of the indicators covers environ-
mental, economic as well as social aspects. According to the council, indica-
tors only show part of reality and therefore they must be understood in 
relation to their context (ibid).  

The other regional indicator initiative of interest for Sweden is led by the 
Baltic 21 network. Baltic 21 is the Agenda 21 for the Baltic Sea region, which 
was created in 1996 by the prime ministers of the Baltic Sea region. The 
overriding objective of Baltic 21 is to contribute to achieving sustainable 
 

                                                      
9 The members of the Nordic Council are not directly elected but suggested to be members of 
the council by the national parliaments’ party groups.  
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development in the Baltic Sea region in a 30-year perspective. The region 
recognizes its interdependence with other parts of the world and makes its 
contribution to the fulfillment of sustainable development goals at the global 
and European level (Baltic 21, 2000). The network involves the 11 countries 
surrounding the Baltic Sea, which are also the members of the Council of the 
Baltic Sea States. A number of intergovernmental organisations, international 
financial institutions, non-governmental networks and the EU Commission 
are participants of the Baltic 21 as well (Baltic 21, 2006). The mission is to 
spur the regional work with sustainable development within certain defined 
sectors such as agriculture, forests, education, tourism and spatial planning. 
According to Baltic 21 they are the first region in the world to adopt regional 
goals for sustainable development. In total more than 100 indicators have 
been developed to monitor and assess the development in the region but 
seven overall goals with related core-indicators are presented as the guide-
lines for the region.  
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Table 2.4 Overall goals for the Baltic Sea region 

Goals  Examples of related core-indicators  

(1) A safe and healthy life for current and future 
generations   

• Human Development Index 
• Infant mortality rate 

(2) A co-operative, prosperous economy  
and a society for all  

• Average income of poorest 20 % of population 
versus average income of richest 20 % of population 

• Regional trade versus total trade 
• Sale of green-labeled products as percentage 

of total sales 

(3) That local and regional co-operation is based 
on democracy, openness and participation  

• Number of twin city arrangements in the region 
• Internet subscribers 
• National electoral participation 

(4) That biological and ecosystem diversity 
and productivity are restored or maintained 

• Wetland area 
• Number of threatened species (mammals, birds, 

higher plants). 

(5)  That pollution to the atmosphere land and water 
does not exceed the carrying capacity of nature 

• Baltic Sea water transparency 
• Land areas where acidifying load is above critical 

loads 

(6)  That renewable resources are efficiently used 
and managed, within their regeneration capacity. 
That materials flow of non-renewable resources 
is made efficient and cyclic, and that renewable 
substitutes are created and promoted 

• GNP versus total energy use 
• Energy consumption versus energy production 
• Virgin mineral consumption versus mineral 

exploitation 

(7)  That awareness of the elements and processes 
leading to sustainability is high among different 
actors and levels of society. 

 

Source: Baltic 21, 2000 

There are no specific core indicators for the seventh goal, which deals with 
the issues of raising the awareness among the population on sustainable 
development-related matters and the global multi-level character of sustain-
ability. In fact, the indicator assessment reports produced by the Baltic 21, 
are structured according to nine sectors identified by the Baltic 21 (agri-
culture, education, energy, fisheries, forest, industry, tourism, transport and 
spatial planning), rather than according to the above listed goals. This means 
that in the reports the sectors are primary, and the goals are subordinate to 
them, not vice versa. This may partly explain the lack of developed indicators 
relating the seventh goal. According to the criteria list used by the Baltic 21 
to identify indicators, existing data and statistics should be used as much as 
possible to increase the efficiency of the work (ibid:9). These types of data 
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are not common because they are complex and expensive to identify and 
time consuming to collect. It is also emphasized by the Baltic 21 that the 
process towards regional sustainability should be based on long-term aspects, 
regional co-operation, sector responsibility, democracy, openness and trans-
parency. The purpose of the goals and the indicators is to complement other 
international, national and local initiatives in the Baltic Sea region, to assess 
the regional development and compare the progress in the region and to 
inspire other regions in the world to develop similar goals and indicators. 

The assessment function is the one that is prioritized in the following-up 
report produced for the Baltic Sea States summits in 2004 and 2006, which 
gathered the prime ministers in the Baltic region (Baltic 21, 2004; 2006)10.    

To sum up the international and regional (Nordic) work with sustain-
ability indicators, three notes can be made. First, the indicator sets at this 
level are all very comprehensive in terms of sustainability scope; they all 
include environmental, social and economic dimensions but they also refer, 
yet in different ways, to a fourth dimension which takes into account “insti-
tutional governance concerns”. This fourth dimension is always linked to the 
word governance and different forms of democratic issues, often expressed 
as ‘greater openness’ and ‘transparency’, increased ‘public participation’ and 
‘awareness’ and increased ‘global responsibility’. The EU defines these 
(institutional) democratic concerns as the foundations in “good governance” 
(European Commission, 2001). When looking closer at the systems, this 
governance dimension or related goals tend to have the least (if any) 
developed indicators, compared to the other sustainability dimensions, i.e. 
environment, economy and society. ‘Good governance’, therefore, seems 
difficult to measure at global and international levels. 

Second, it can be said that even though all systems, to various degrees, 
include this fourth sustainability dimension of ‘good governance’, they can 
still be categorized as managerial indicators focusing primarily on reporting 
performance assessments and monitoring progress towards goals. However, 
often the indicators are also aimed at facilitating communication with the 
public and contributing to a more democratic governance agenda. Even if 
this aim is articulated, there are no guidelines or strategies presented on how 
to achieve an appropriate communication with the public. It seems like the 
idea is that, since the indicators are there and they are said to function as 
“communication facilitators”, they will automatically do so, which may seem 
like a naïve assumption.  
 

                                                      
10 In the Baltic Agenda 21 it is stipulated that every fifth year a report focusing on the imple-
mentation of the Baltic Agenda 21 programme, the fulfilment of the overall goals and the 
trends shown by the indicators should be handed over to the Prime Ministers in the region 
(Baltic 21, 1998).  
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There is only one initiative that explicitly aims to include the public in the 
development process, namely the EU project “Making News”. This is also 
what my third note highlights, namely the fact that all the above mentioned 
systems have been developed by experts, statisticians, researchers and 
governments in different constellations, according to a classical top-down 
policy making approach. In terms of governance, one can conclude that 
sustainability indicators developed at the international level are mostly seen 
as efficient assessment tools that aim to show progress and trends in the 
work towards sustainable development, mainly targeting the politicians. Even 
though this is not in focus in the study, it is worth mentioning that the global 
sustainability indicator systems developed by and for the industry are 
strongly focused on the performance and results provided by the indicators 
rather than the developing process as such11.  

Moving away from the international and regional level, the focus below 
will be on the indicator initiatives in the Swedish context. In 2001, Sweden 
presented its first set of national sustainability indicators. Compared to, for 
example, UK and Canada which had already experimented with sustainability 
indicators in the middle of the 1990s, this can be considered as quite late 
(IISD, 1997). In chapter five Swedish environmental politics will be analyzed 
in more general terms; but, here, the sustainability indicator initiatives taken 
by the Swedish government will be discussed, introducing the sub-national 
level and the municipal level. 

Swedish initiatives 
When analysing indicators and goals relating to the environmental and 
sustainable development in Sweden it is necessary to first introduce the 
Swedish national environmental quality objectives since they are supposed to 
prioritise and guide the work not only at national level but also at sub-
national level.      

 

                                                      
11 Parallel to the development at political level, sustainability indicators for businesses have 
also been invented and launched. Some examples are: (1) the initiative ISO 14031, which is a 
part of the ISO 14000 series and covers environmental indicators, (2) the Global Reporting 
Initiative (GRI), which was launched in 1997 by the Coalition for Environmentally Responsi-
ble Economies (CERES) as a tool to standardize corporate sustainability reporting, and (3) the 
World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD), which has a sustainability 
indicator set based on eco-efficiency. The prefix ‘eco’ stands for both economic and ecolo-
gical efficiency. Here the indicators are of a technical and managerial type mainly used for 
monitoring and performance assessment.  
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A national environmental “agenda” 

In 2000, the government presented 15 national environmental quality 
objectives (NEQO) as a part of the national strategy for sustainable develop-
ment, ‘Sustainable Sweden’ (SOU 2000:52). In 2005 a 16th objective on 
biological diversity was added (Swedish Environmental Objective Council, 
2006). To guide the efforts to achieve these objectives the government 
proposed interim targets for each of the objectives in spring 2001. There are 
now around 70 targets, in total, indicating the direction and timescale of the 
action to be taken (Miljömålsportalen, 2007).  

Table 2.5 The Swedish National Environmental Quality Objectives 

(1) Reduced Climate 
Impact 

(5) A Protective Ozone 
Layer 

(9) Good-Quality 
Groundwater 

(13) A Varied Agricultural 
Landscape 

(2) Clean Air (6) A Safe Radiation 
Environment  

(10) A Balanced Marine 
Environment  

(14) A Magnificent 
Mountain Landscape 

(3) Natural Acidification 
Only 

(7) Zero Eutrophication  (11) Thriving Wetlands (15) A Good Built 
Environment  

(4) A Non-Toxic 
Environment  

(8) Flourishing Lakes 
and Streams 

(12) Sustainable Forests (16) A Rich Diversity of 
Plant and Animal Life 

Source: Miljömålsportalen, 2007. 

The overarching aims of the NEQOs are to promote human health, safe-
guard biodiversity and the natural environment, preserve the cultural 
environment and cultural heritage, maintain long-term ecosystem productiv-
ity and ensure wise management of natural resources. An overall goal is that, 
within one generation, the major environmental problems we currently face 
will have been solved (ibid). The intention is that the national objectives will 
be broken down and implemented at a regional as well as local level. What is 
interesting here is that the objectives are formulated and decided upon at the 
national level, whereas the implementation task is placed at regional and local 
level. Each of the objectives is “owned” by a national agency which has the 
overall responsibility for that particular objective. The Swedish Environ-
mental Protection Agency, Naturvårdsverket, is responsible for ten out of 
the sixteen objectives. However, for example, the ‘Non-Toxic Environment’ 
objective ‘belongs’ to Swedish Chemicals Inspectorate (Kemikalieinspek-
tionen), National Board of Forestry (Skogsstyrelsen) is responsible for the 
‘Sustainable Forests’ objective and National Board of Housing, Building and 
Planning (Boverket) is in charge of the ‘Good Built Environment’ objective. 
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The responsible agencies are expected to identify their ecological roles, 
formulate action programmes with specified sectoral objectives and 
measures, assess the effects of those measures on the public economy and, 
finally, to guarantee that sectoral action programmes are implemented, by 
integrating them in all their decision making (Lundqvist, 2004:107).  

The government strives for sectoral integration in the overall work 
towards sustainable development. This means that public agencies, the 
business sector and non-governmental organisations should take respon-
sibility for integrating the sustainability perspective into all of their work and 
decision making processes. According to the government, the private sector 
already takes responsibility for the NEQOs through their work with environ-
mental management systems like the Eco Management and Audit Scheme 
(EMAS) and the International organisation for standardisations system: ISO 
14001 (Government bill, 2000). 

To coordinate the work, the government has set up an Environmental 
Objective Council (Miljömålsrådet). It is served by a secretariat based at the 
Swedish Environmental Protection Agency. The council has its own official 
web page where it provides regularly updated statistics and data on the 
objectives and targets. It consists of representatives of central government 
agencies, county administrative boards, local authorities, non-governmental 
organisations and the business sector. SEPA has appointed experts to assist 
the council who represent different Non Governmental Organisations like 
the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation and interest organisations like 
the Confederation of Swedish Enterprises (Miljömål, 2005). The main 
functions for the council are: to monitor and evaluate progress towards the 
environmental objectives, to report to the government on how efforts to 
achieve the objectives are advancing and what further action is required, to 
coordinate the information efforts of responsible authorities, to ensure 
coordination of the regional application of the objectives, to allocate funding 
for monitoring of progress towards the objectives and conduct environ-
mental monitoring, and reporting at international level. This study will not 
explicitly analyse the work with the NEQOs in the municipalities, but since 
they provide a frame for the national discourse of (ecological) sustainable 
development, they are important for governance at all levels. In chapter five 
dealing with the Swedish context, the NEQOs will be further discussed. The 
responsible body for the NEQOs at the local level is the Swedish Associa-
tion for Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR). Its work with indicators, 
which is partly linked to the national objectives, will be further discussed 
below. But before we turn to the local level, the national indicators will be 
described.        
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Sustainable development indicators for Sweden    

By 1999, 21 ‘green key-indicators’ had already been developed by the 
Environmental Advisory Council, for use at the national level (SOU 
1999:127). The indicators were sorted under twelve headings ranging from 
‘energy use’ to ‘environmentally adopted working practices’. These headings 
were in turn sorted into three groups representing different forms of 
measurements relating to the DPSIR model described above (measuring 
driving forces, measuring the state of the environment and measuring the 
responses by important actors).   

Table 2.6 Swedish Green key-indicators 1999  

Driving Forces State of the environment 
and emission levels 

Responses from important actors 

Energy use: 
• Total energy use 
• Energy efficiency  
• Electricity for heating 

Climate change: 
• CO2 emissions 

Environmentally adjusted transports: 
• Share of public transports etc 
• Individual transports with cars 

Material use: 
• Total material turnover 
• Waste to deposit 

Acidification: 
• Sulphur dioxide air emissions  
• Nitrogen oxide air emissions  

Environmentally adjusted purchase: 
• Purchase of eco-labelled products 
• Eco-adjusted public buying’s 

Chemical use: 
• Total volume of health or 

environmentally dangerous 
chemicals 

Eutrophication: 
• Supply of phosphorus to the 

Sea 
• Supply of nitrogen to the Sea 

Recycling of nutrition’s: 
• Bringing back phosphorus  

to cultivation land 

Air quality in cities: 
• Level of benzene 

in populated areas 

Environmentally adjusted working 
practice: 
• Companies with eco-management 

schemes  
• Schools certified as an “Eco-

schools” 

 

Biological diversity: 
• Life environments for biological 

diversity 

 

Source: SOU, 1999:127 

The criteria used for the selection of the green key-indictors had a more 
functional character than scientific. They were formulated as follows: the key 
indicators should mirror issues that are important and strategic for the 
transformation to an ecological sustainable society, they should also be few 
in numbers, simple, easy to understand, measurable and based on existing 
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data. In the report it is stated that the green key-indicators, foremost, are 
developed to show the progress of sustainable development politics in 
Sweden and function as a basis for decision-making in the field, in particular 
for the government and Parliament. But they are also given the role of being 
part of the ongoing international work of developing indicator frameworks 
(ibid:5). However, the green key-indicators were not long-lived; by 2001 they 
had already been replaced by a set of 30 national sustainable development 
indicators (Statistics Sweden, 2001).   

In 2000, the Ministry of Environment commissioned Statistics Sweden to 
develop the first set of national indicators for sustainable development (ibid). 
Their aim was to indicate the level of sustainability within Sweden. The work 
with the indicators was seen as part of the preparations for the Swedish and 
the EU strategies for sustainable development12. The set consists of 30 indi-
cators, divided between four themes: efficiency, contribution and equality, 
adaptability and values and resources for future generations. Within the 
themes the indicators encompass economic, environmental and social 
dimensions. The efficiency indicators focus on resource use from different 
perspectives. The contribution and equality indicators include distributional 
aspects of development, in other words traditional economic and social 
welfare issues. Indicators on adaptability cover actions of today that can 
influence the situation in the future. The final group of indicators focuses on 
values and resources for the coming generations, which are interpreted here 
as a concern for the resources that will be passed on to the future genera-
tions. The indicators were chosen on fairly pragmatic and functional terms, 
as they were supposed to be limited in number (in order to be manageable), 
informative, relevant and based on existing data, if possible long-term data 
gathered  on an annual basis.   

 

                                                      
12 The Swedish strategy for sustainable development was launched in 2002 (Government 
Communication 2001/02: 172) The European Council agreed upon an EU strategy in Göte-
borg 2001 (European Commission, 2001).  
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Table 2.7 Sustainable Development Indicators for Sweden – a first set 2001 

Themes Indicators  

Efficiency • Total energy supply by GDP  
• GDP per hour worked 
•  Waste 
• State of health; expenditures on health 
• Proportion of pupils not qualifying for upper secondary school 

Contribution 
and equality 

• Population by age group 
• Gross regional product 
• Passenger and freight transport 
• Disposable income per consumption unit 
• Women’s salaries as percentage of men’s salaries 
• Electoral participation 
• Ratio of the population exposed to violent crime or threat of violence 
• Enterprises with EMAS or ISO 14000 certification, certified eco-schools; area 

with certified  forestry  
• Purchases of ecolabelled products and services 

Adaptability • Primary energy supply mix 
• Investments in share of GDP 
• Newly started enterprises and bankruptcies 
• Level of education 
• Research and development expenditures in relation to GDP 
• Employment: women and men by activity status  
• Organic farming, grazed pastures and hay meadows 

Values and resources 
for coming generations 

• General Government and Central Government Net Debt  in per cent of GDP 
• Share of GDP spent on health, education, welfare and social security 
• Direct Material Consumption 
• Quantities of chemicals hazardous to health and/or the environment 
• Prevalence or allergic asthma among children 
• Protected area 
• Exploitation of Baltic herring 
• Extinct and endangered species 
• Emissions of carbon dioxide 

Source: Statistics Sweden, 2001 

The argument for using the four themes as overriding headings, instead of 
the traditional three dimension interpretation of sustainable development, is 
“that there is a danger in categorising a set of indicators strictly by these 
dimensions since the same phenomena can often be viewed from several 
perspectives” (ibid:5). According to Statistics Sweden, increased efficiency is 
linked to a positive economic development, which is a necessary condition 
for sustainable development. But it is also stated that a more equal distribu-
tion of prosperity will lead to more public involvement and a broader contri-
bution from all sectors of society, which is also considered an important 
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factor of reaching sustainability. It is understood that a broad understanding 
and feeling of responsibility among the public will lead to changing con-
sumption patterns and behaviour (ibid). Despite the mentioning of involve-
ment and empowerment as important steps in the work towards sustain-
ability, governance is foremost interpreted as efficiency and management 
driven. Favoured policy instruments stated in the report are regulations and 
taxes and consumer choice and technological development that will lead the 
way forward. 

The Swedish national indicators were updated with new data in the 2003 
revision of the national strategy for sustainable development. Two years 
later, in 2005, the strategy was revised again and the indicators were further 
adjusted. Thus, in spring 2005, the 30 indicators had grown to 87, and they 
were now linked to the six overriding themes: health, economic develop-
ment, sustainable consumption and production, social cohesion, environ-
ment and climate and global development. 12 out of the 87 indicators are 
presented as headline indicators.  

Table 2.8 Sweden’s 12 headline indicators 2005 

Themes  Indicators  

Health • Average length of life 
• Violence 

Sustainable consumption 
and production 

• Energy effects  
• Investment in energy effects 

Economic development  • Employment rate 
• Growth (GDI) per capita 
• Public finances 

Social cohesion  • Economic vulnerability  
• Demographic [försörjningsbörda] 

Environment and climate • Green house gases  
• Dangerous substances 

Global development  • Development aid 

Source: Statistics Sweden, 2007  

In the 2005 version of the national strategy, the 12 headline indicators show 
trends over time valued as positive, negative or no change. 

Compared to the earlier versions of the strategy, the 2005 version arti-
culated a need to link the regional and local work with indicators to the 
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national. The national indicators are also supposed to be used at sub-national 
levels. Their function is to monitor the work towards a sustainable develop-
ment and to assess the performance of reaching the NEQOs in order to 
provide the politicians with more robust information and basis for decisions. 
To summarise, in Sweden the work with sustainability indicators at national 
levels has been quite active during since the middle of the 1990s compared 
to most other countries (IISD, 2007). However, the fact that the national 
strategy with its developed sustainability indicator systems have been 
updated and revised several times does not mean that we for sure knows that 
the indicators are established and well used instruments in policy-making. It 
is important to separate between indicators “being developed” and indicators 
“being used”, as will be made clear in the empirical analysis of the seven local 
systems. 

Sub-national initiatives 

In 1998, the county councils were commissioned by the government to 
develop a regional follow up system of the national environmental goals. In 
1999, the RUS system (Regionalt Uppföljnings System) was presented by the 
21 county administrations that were placed in charge of the work (RUS, 
2005). Indicators linked to the regional follow up system were developed in 
2002 and tested in selected county councils, municipalities and agencies. In 
2007, more than 70 indicators are in use within the RUS system and they are 
revised on a regular basis (RUS, 2007).  

Using the categorising method of the Driving Pressure State Impact 
Response (DPSIR) model, the indicators are ascribed different characteris-
tics. All indicators are linked to at least one NEQO and are “owned” by a 
responsible body (usually a county council, the group of county councils, or 
a governmental agency). Each agency (or unit) is responsible for coordinat-
ing, developing and assuring the quality and operational reliability of the 
indicators in relation to the relevant quality objective.  

Before the national and the regional level had even started their work 
with different forms of indicators related to the work towards a sustainable 
development, the local level via the Swedish Association for Local Authori-
ties and Regions (SALAR) had already developed indicator frameworks for 
the municipalities. In 1996, they presented a report “Kommunerna och Miljön - 
Gröna nyckeltal i kommual miljöredovisning”, which introduced examples of how 
a small number of Swedish municipalities worked with environmental 
accounting in different ways. The report aimed to put together and introduce 
a number of examples and ideas of possible green indicators to be used at 
the local level in order to “inspire municipalities to develop their own muni-
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cipal environmental reporting” (SALA13, 1996).  More than 200 indicators 
were presented in the report, covering issues of pure environmental nature, 
like the air quality and the use of chemicals and metals, but also the Agenda 
21 process, public health and the planning process. Parallel to the introduc-
tion of the green key-indicators at national level, and the RUS initiative at the 
regional level, in 2000, SALAR presented their final set of 25 ‘green key-
indicators’, targeting the municipalities. Their aim was to constitute a basis 
for the municipalities to compare their environmental performance.  

 

                                                      
13 In 2005, the Swedish Association for Local Authorities (SALA) included the regional 
(county) level as well in their organisation, thus the SALA became the Swedish Association 
for Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR). 
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Table 2.9 Local Green key-indicators (SALAR) 

 1. The municipality (as a geographical area) 

Themes  Indicators 

Energy 
use 

Energy use 
per capita 

Heating and 
electricity use in 
houses 

Heating and 
electricity use in 
the service sector 

Energy for 
transports, sale 
of fuel etc. 

CO2 
emissions 
(fossil) 

Share of renew-
able and recycled 
energy in district 
heating 

Biological 
diversity 

Agriculture 
farming with 
support for 
ecological 
cultivation  

Agricultural 
farming certified 
by KRAV14 
 

Eco-friendly 
forestry, foremost 
share of FSC15 
certified area 

Protected nature 
in total and 
divided up in 
forests, wetlands, 
agriculture land, 
lakes and 
watercourse, 
sea, coast and 
mountains 

Valuable 
nature of 
national 
interest 

 

City air Nitrogen 
dioxide in city 
air,  during 
Winter 
months   

Benzene 
in city air  

    

Mud Approved  
mud  

Cadmium, 
mercury and lead 
in mud 

Phosphorous from 
mud brought back 
to agriculture 
farming and plant 
cultivations  

   

Waste Domestic 
waste, exclud-
ing  the 
producers 
responsibility 

Recycling 
according to the 
producers 
responsibility rule  

Deposit  domestic 
waste   

   

2. The local authority (internal organisation) 

Use of heat in the in the local spaces (kWh/m2) 

Use of electricity in the local spaces (kWh/m2) 

Renewable energy in the local spaces (percentage) 

Transport energy for work related journeys (kWh/[årsarbetare]) 

Non-fossil fuel used by the official vehicles and working tools (percentage) 

Purchase of eco-labelled provisions (percentage) 

Source: SALAR, 2000  
 

                                                      
14 KRAV is a Swedish incorporated association which develops and inspects organic standards 
on products. The KRAV-label is a registered brand and only the companies that have signed a 
contract with KRAV and is authorised by KRAV may use the name KRAV or the KRAV-
label on a product. (www.krav.se) 
15 FSC means Forest Stewardship Council, it is an international organisation promoting 
responsible management of forests and it set standards on the management process. 
(www.fsc.org) 
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Out of the 25 indicators, 19 were targeting the municipality as a geographical 
area, for example waste (kg/capita), biological diversity (percentage of pro-
tected nature of the municipal surface) and energy use (kWh/capita). Six 
were targeting the local authority (as an organisation), for example the use of 
heat in the local authorities facilities (kWh/m²) and the purchase of 
ecological food (part of the value in percent).  

In collaboration with the environmental objective council, SALAR has 
also taken on the challenge of translating the national objectives into local 
measurements. According to a survey carried out by SALAR, more than 80 
% of the local authorities have started to work with the NEQOs (SEPA, 
2006). The aim is to coordinate the work from the national to the local level, 
via the regions, by breaking down the NEQOs to fit each level. As part of 
the collaboration, SALAR monitored a project between 2004 and 2006 to 
develop local environmental indicators. The aim was, foremost, to make 
such indicators accessible to the municipalities (SALAR, 2007). In total, 70 
indicators were listed, out of which 20 headline indicators were selected. The 
indicator framework functions as a supporting tool for the municipalities 
who wish to collect their own local data. Since SALAR is an interest organi-
sation, its mandate is to encourage and influence municipal work, rather than 
regulate and steer it. This means that initiatives by SALAR may inspire and 
support the local work. Hence, working with these local indicators is volun-
tary.  

Linked to these local environmental indicators is the indicator initiative 
taken by the municipal network SEkom (Sveriges Ekokommuner). The 
network is made up of 64 municipalities ranging from north to south in 
Sweden, with the main purpose being to provide a forum for politicians and 
practitioners to meet and exchange information and experiences relating to 
local sustainability work. In 2002, SEkom developed 12 indicators for their 
members to use as a comparison tool. Eight of the indicators relate to the 
municipalities geographical area and four relate to the municipalities as local 
authorities. According to SEkom, the indicators were chosen because they 
corresponded to the national indicators as well as represented the interests of 
the member municipalities. When comparing the local systems, it turns out 
that the green-key indicators developed by SALAR in 1996 and the SEkom 
indicators are more or less identical, except for one indicator, ‘number of 
environmentally certified schools/nurseries”, which is identified by SEkom 
but not by SALAR (SEkom, 2007).  

When summing up the Swedish work on sustainability indicators one can 
observe that there is a clear ambition to link the different initiatives to the 16 
NEQOs. A second goal often mentioned is a desire to link the work at the 
different levels to each other; references to the other two levels are present 
in most of the cases. The national indicators are supposed to both guide and 
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influence indicator development at sub-national levels, as well as function as 
input to the indicator work at the European level and support the Nordic 
regional cooperation; hence they should suit almost all levels in the political 
hierarchy. Despite the ambition to create indictors linked to the NEQOs at 
sub-national level (the RUS initiative), it may be a challenging task to make 
them become established instruments in policy-making. This is because the 
counties, by tradition, constitute the weakest political level in Sweden, in 
terms of political influence and power. Furthermore, at the local level, 
SALAR and SEkom do refer to each others’ work on indicators, but they still 
have own systems that they want their member municipalities to use primar-
ily. Thus, no complete coordination of local indicators is in place.   

Performance is also often mentioned as one of the two main functions of 
the systems at the local level. The other function is serving as tools to 
facilitate comparisons between the municipalities on their progress towards 
local sustainability. Comparative measurement can thus be added to the 
function typology developed by the Pastille research team. Further, there are 
international projects directly targeting the local level, like the EU project on 
European Common Indicators and a local Nordic cooperation to create 
indicators for the six largest cities in the Nordic region (Nordens större 
städers miljöindikatorer, 2006). Thus, it is obvious that Swedish municipali-
ties find themselves in a changing and expanding sustainability indicator 
environment, where they have several different systems to choose from and 
networks to engage in. This indicates that the role(s) sustainability indicator 
systems can play in local politics is everything but clear. Sweden is a fore-
runner in environmental and sustainable development politics, and the local 
level has a great responsibility in turning the politics into practices. Indicators 
are obviously seen as an important instrument in this work since they are 
highly present at all political levels, yet they are not very well coordinated.  

In the following chapter, the theoretical point of departure will be 
introduced. It constitutes the first part of the methodology chosen for the 
study. The second part, focusing on methodological choices, will be outlined 
in chapter four.  
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Chapter 3 
 

Theoretical framework 

As was concluded in the former chapter, sustainability indicators vary in 
scope and type and are plentiful. Sweden has systems at all political levels, yet 
those targeting the local level were the first ones developed. This chapter 
aims to establish a fruitful approach to investigate the role(s) of sustainability 
indicators in local environmental governance. The approach includes analyti-
cal definitions of governance and sustainable development, as well as theo-
retical aspects on efficiency and participatory democracy discourses. A 
framework for analysing whether local sustainability indictors are driven by 
efficiency or participatory claims will be developed and presented. 

The chapter is divided into several interlinked parts. The first part intro-
duces an institutional arrangements approach, which can be divided into 
governing arrangements and discourse. This approach constitutes the basis 
for the theoretical perspective applied in the study. This is followed by a con-
ceptual discussion on governance, which is a key element for analysing the 
role of sustainability indicators. Here, the concept of governance is scruti-
nised and, with the help of the governmentality concept, my own under-
standing of governance will be identified. How governance can be broken 
down in governing arrangements will constitute an essential part of the 
analytical framework introduced later in the chapter. The next part of the 
chapter puts sustainable development in centre stage by separating the 
theoretical understanding of the concept from its practice. The discourses of 
ecological modernisation and Agenda 21 serve to illustrate how sustainable 
development has been implemented in reality. This is followed by the 
introduction of a governing arrangements framework aiming to capture the 
governance tension. The final part in the chapter strives to put the contex-
tual factors from the governing arrangement framework into a larger per-
spective by focusing on the representation of the indicators and how they are 
understood. By identifying relevant discursive elements and related questions 
important for this study, a discourse perspective of the institutional arrange-
ment framework will be included in the analysis. A presentation of how to 
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make the governing arrangements framework and the discursive elements 
operational in the empirical analyses will end the chapter.   

An institutional arrangement approach 
When studying policy making and governance, institutions are always present 
in practical terms and, therefore, also in theoretical terms. Institutional 
theories of various kinds are probably the most common approach to politi-
cal or policy problems. In this study an institutional perspective will be 
applied, yet with a developed link to the role of discourse and language. My 
point of departure is that indicators of all kinds must be understood in rela-
tion to their context, meaning institutions and actors. In addition, sustain-
ability indicators must be analysed in relation to how sustainable develop-
ment is interpreted and defined by the surrounding institutions and actors.    

Theoretical inspiration is sought from Yvonne Rydin’s reasoning about 
the natural and necessary linkage between institutions and discourse (Rydin, 
2003). She argues that the theories of “new” institutionalism, originally asso-
ciated with March and Olsen (1989), have indeed widened the understanding 
of institutions to incorporate rules, norms and routines of working practice. 
The behaviour is seen as norm-regulated and rule-driven and hence charac-
terised by obligations embodied in “logic of appropriateness”.  

But despite the effort in “new” institutionalism to reformulate institutions 
by including actors, patterns and rules into the definition, Rydin argues 
(2003:45) that it still does not take into account the discourse dimension and 
the importance of language use in a satisfactory way. Consequently, Rydin 
(ibid) has developed an approach to capture both institutions and discourse 
dimensions in governance called the “institutional arrangements approach”. 
Her point of departure is that policy making always implies choices of which 
governing arrangements should be adopted for the specific policy or project. 
Subsequently this also implies choices about who will benefit from these 
arrangements. These governing choices go alongside the use of language in 
constructing a view of the policy. Institutional arrangements involve more 
than just governing arrangements and more than just discourse; they imply 
both. Rydin manages to recognise both of these aspects in her theoretical 
approach16. Inspired by Rydin, I will approach my study with a similar dual 
methodology, which means that both institutional aspects, i.e. the governing 
arrangements as well as the discursive aspects (the indicator’s representa-
tion), will be applied in the analysis.   
 

                                                      
16 See also Westlind (1996) Fisher (2003) and Bäckstrand (2001) for studies that argues for 
(and in the case of Westlind actually uses the dual theoretical departure in their studies) the 
analytical benefits obtained with a combination of an institutional and discourse perspective  
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As was stated in chapter one, my point of departure is that sustainability 
indicators are social constructions with context dependent functions. If we 
understand institutions as a set of overarching norms, values, routines and 
working practices within the local administrative and political culture it will 
help us understand the role of sustainability indicator sets. Applying Rydin’s 
view, sustainability indicators must be understood as institutionally embed-
ded and discursively constructed at the same time. This means that sustain-
ability indicators are by their nature subjective, as they always represent 
(certain) values and norms. With this in mind, my approach will be to study 
the governing arrangements in the work with the indicators as well as what 
they seem to represent to those working with them in the municipalities, i.e. 
local politicians and public officers. Analysing the governing arrangements is 
expected to provide the necessary understanding of the institutional choices 
in the work with the indicators. By shifting the focus from the governing 
arrangements to the normative constructions of the indictors as such, their 
representation, i.e. how they are understood by the politicians, officers and in 
documents, will add to the understanding of their role in governance.   

The governing arrangements will be analysed with the help of an ideal 
typology aiming to capture the contextual dimension of the analysis. To help 
identify questions for the normative constructive analysis, inspiration has 
been sought from Carol Bacchi’s ‘what’s the problem approach’.  

Governance as a starting point 
Governance is a notion that, in the recent decade, has almost become a 
research field of its own. It is a broad concept with many interpretations and 
connotations, but it always is related more or less to the questions of who 
should steer what and how should it be steered? (Osborne and Gaebler, 
1992). Often governance is viewed as a shift in steering culture from the 
traditional governing style,  which according to Jordan et al. (2003:34), can 
be interpreted as a “way of governing based on activities, undertaken primar-
ily or wholly by state bodies, particularly at the level of the nation-state”. 
Here, the prime policy instrument to be used is regulation. Governance, on 
the other hand, is usually associated to a wider scope of actors involved and 
a more bottom-up perspective where the boundaries between the public and 
the private sectors and between different administrative levels are less sharp 
(Loughlin, 2004; Hirst, 2000; Pierre, 2000; Peters, 1996; Marks et al., 1998; 
Eckerberg and Joas, 2004). 

In the governance literature there are different forms of governance 
defined, and in order to show the multi-interpretations of the concept I will 
briefly mention some of the most common understandings of governance. 
What is labelled “network governance” focuses on the co-ordination through 
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networks or partnerships between state and non-state actors (Kohler-Koch, 
1999; Skogstad, 2003; Hovik and Vabo, 2005). Here governance is seen as a 
means of governing that necessarily involves non-state actors, either acting in 
self-governing networks or in partnership with state bodies (Bulkeley et al., 
2003). The networks include less structured types, so called “issue networks” 
(Rhodes, 1997), through to more well defined and structured networks, like 
“policy communities”, according to Pierre and Peters (2000). Within the 
literature on decision-making processes in the European Union, the concept-
ual understanding of governance most commonly referred to is “multilevel 
governance” (Jordan, 2002; Gidlund and Jerneck, 2000). Here, the starting 
point is the increased pressure on the nation-state in decision-making pro-
cesses, which also involves the international level, the sub-national level(s) 
and non-state actors. Focus is put on how competences and authorities 
(power) is shared among the vertical levels (different levels of government) 
but also on how horizontal spheres of authority are involved in governing 
particular issues (Bulkeley and Betsill, 2005). Two analytically interesting con-
cepts have emerged from the multilevel governance research, both related to 
analyses of the EU:s “failure” to deliver policies as expected (implementation 
deficit and democratic deficit). Those “deficit terms” can be used in policy 
analyses, in general, to describe (common) problems when trying to realise 
politics into policies.  

Already in the beginning of the 1970s, long before the debate on 
implementation deficit started at the EU level, Pressman and Wildavsky 
(1973) pointed to different criteria to fulfil and increase the chances of a 
successful policy implementation. Their analysis showed that successful 
implementation requires linkages to be built between the large numbers of 
actors whose co-operation is needed to turn a policy statement into action 
(what they termed the ‘complexity of joint action’). Their somewhat pessi-
mistic conclusion was that the complexity of joint action makes it very 
difficult to obtain an effective chain of implementation since there are so 
many independently working parts that must work concurrently. The com-
plexity of turning politics into policy, in general, is important to understand 
since this shapes the context in which policy making is carried out.  

A third example of a governance interpretation is “corporate govern-
ance”, which refers to the way in which business corporations are directed 
and controlled. Its main ideas are also found in the New Public Management 
(NPM) discourse, wide spread among local authorities in the end of the 
1980s. NPM emphasises the use of management ideas from the private 
sector as models to improve steering effectiveness of the public admini-
stration at the local level. Initially, NPM had two meanings: corporate 
management and “marketization”, which in practice meant introducing the 
“new” ideas of managing by results, value for money, consumer choice and 
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contracting out services provided to the public sector (Rhodes, 2000:56). 
Within the NPM discourse a trust in indicators, performance assessment, 
expertise and science was high, and evaluation methods like Cost-Benefit 
Analyses (CBA) and Risk-Benefit Analyses (RBA) became widely used in 
policy making (Fisher, 1995; Hanley and Spash, 1994).  

Even though the different governance concepts tend to emphasize alter-
native modes of governance they all claim to identify steering and “prob-
lems” of authority from a new “unique” perspective. Government is always 
present in governance but to various degrees depending on the mode of 
governance employed as discussed above. Dean (1999:17) calls it “the 
regimes of practice” or the “organised ways of doing things”. The role of 
government is determined by its ‘rationalities’ and its ‘technologies’; the 
former defines the objects to be governed and how it should be governed, 
while the latter focus on relevant performance, audit and monitoring tools 
and agency (who should be involved and how should they be involved) 
according to Bulkeley et al,. (2003:5)17. The governing arrangements that 
need to be identified in order to map the context of the local sustainability 
indicator systems are basically about these forms of rationalities and techno-
logies used by the local authorities.  

I believe that there is a general agreement about the importance of 
involving all levels of steering and stakeholders in the work towards sustain-
able development. But there are very different opinions about what roles and 
functions the levels and the stakeholders should have in the work, both in 
theory and in practice. Therefore, it is now time to turn to the concept of 
sustainable development in theory and how it as been translated in governing 
practices. 

Framing sustainable development 
Governing towards sustainable development implies knowledge about and 
agreement over what to sustain and how to sustain it. The debate over the 
nature of sustainability and how to define sustainable development has been, 
and still is, present among researchers and policy makers in various fields, as 
is the case with research on sustainability indictors, as was discussed in 
chapter one. Its inbuilt complexity is immense, due to the concept’s holistic 
vision of embracing and taking into account economic, environmental and 
social dimensions, together with an intra- and intergenerational perspective 
in decision making to find solutions to the great environmental problems. 
Despite the lack of agreement of what can be defined as sustainable or not, a 
 

                                                      
17 See Raco and Imrie, 2000; Murdoch, 2000 and Lövgren, 2002 for studies employing the 
governmentality approach originally developed by Foucault.   
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growing number of indicators claiming to define sustainability are becoming 
developed in public as well as private spheres, as was discussed in chapter 
two. In the following, the two major governance practices of sustainable 
development, namely, ecological modernisation and Agenda 21 will be 
described. The former is linked to an efficiency rationale, while the latter is 
associated to a participatory discourse.    

The environment as a political issue 
The emergence of the environment as a social and political issue is among 
the most profound challenges to the political systems of all countries in the 
world during the last couple of decades18. Environmental policies have been 
formulated, international agreements on global co-operation have been 
concluded, and economic activities have been heavily regulated to protect 
and save environmental values. However, environmental problems tend to 
be interconnected and multi-dimensional; they are, in one word, complex. 
Complexity refers to the number and variety of elements and interactions in 
the environment of a decision system. Christiansen et al. (1996) argue that 
‘environmental policies’ are difficult to define as the perception of the 
environment as a political problem has changed profoundly during the last 
two decades: “Public policies towards the environment tend to be perceived 
more and more inclusively, covering more and more arenas of political 
decision-making and implementation” (ibid:16). When human decision 
systems (whether they are individuals or collective bodies such as govern-
ments) confront environmental problems they are faced with two orders of 
complexity – ecosystems and human social systems. Environmental 
problems are, by definition, found at the intersection of these two systems 
(Dryzek, 1997).  

Carter argues that the uniqueness of the complexity of environmental 
problems can be found in several core characteristics (2001:163). First of all, 
many environmental resources can be described as public goods, i.e. they are 
non-rival (one individuals consumption of the good does not limit the 
consumption for other individuals) and non-excludable (e.g. one individual 
cannot be excluded from the benefits of cleaner air). The public nature of 
environmental problems has important consequences for policy-makers 
because efforts to protect the environment may encounter significant collec-

 

                                                      
18 The history of the environment as a “political” issue can be traced back to the earliest civi-
lisations were shamans and priests in a religious way established relationships between the 
nature and the ‘cosmos’ via their supernatural forces (Bowler, 1992:32).  Thus a relationship 
between the human and the non-human world has always played a great role in human history 
(see Carson, 1962; Ponting, 1991 and Sörlin, 1991).   
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tive action problems (ibid). This occurs if we assume people act rationally, 
individualistically, and want to maximise their own benefits when taking 
decisions. Here, two main problems need to be addressed: First, the problem 
of benefits versus costs. The use of a public good may be beneficial for a few 
producers but the costs may be borne by everyone. Consider the example of 
a factory which produces chemicals and uses the nearby river to dump its 
“chemical waste”. The river is a public good. Using it for dumping waste is 
beneficial for the factory owner since (s)he needs to dispose the waste. But 
because of this action the river gets polluted, which affects people and 
animals living along the river, perhaps for a long time in future. The second 
problem concerns the free-rider problem. If individuals cannot be excluded 
from benefits provided by others, they may free-ride on those efforts, rather 
than being willing to pay any cost themselves. A group of stakeholders’ 
commitment to solve a problem, for example global warming, will be bene-
ficial for everybody, not only the involved stakeholders since (cleaner) air is a 
public resource. Everybody knows the collective benefit of reduced CO2 
emissions (a major contributor to global warming) resulting from increased 
use of public transportation and reduced use of automobiles. However, as an 
increasing number of people use public transportation, there is an increased 
incentive for people to use their cars on the, now, less crowded roads. In 
addition, since the choice between using the car and taking the bus will make 
such a small change to the big problem of global warming it is easy for the 
individual to ignore the collective benefit; it is too abstract on an individual 
level. Each person’s contribution to the problems, as well as their solutions, 
is extremely small in relation to the totality. This argument may convince 
individuals to not take a global or common responsibility for their actions, 
simply because they feel that their individual choice doesn’t matter for the 
totality.  

The ideas of the collective action and free-riding problems were develo-
ped in the 1960s by Mancur Olson (1965) and Garret Hardin (1968) and are 
as relevant as ever in the sustainable development discourse and to its policy-
makers. People must feel a commitment to an issue and see the benefits 
(from an individual as well as collective standpoint) in order to be actively 
engaged in politics and policy making. The challenge for governments is to 
create and simulate commitment among the public, otherwise there is a clear 
risk that rational and utility-maximising people will opt for their individual 
preferences rather than the collective benefits.             

Another important feature, linked to the collective action problem, is that 
many environmental problems are transboundary: their effects are global 
rather than local. In the lack of an international government this implies a 
joint action and international agreements to be taken between countries. 
Further, Carter points to uncertainty as an important factor, environmental 
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problems are often surrounded by uncertainty in the sense that the scientific 
community does not agree on how to define the problem or whether the 
problem in fact is a problem, but also because of the fact that it is sometimes 
impossible to predict outcomes reliably (Beck, 1998; Lövbrand, 2006; Bäck-
strand, 2001). Lafferty and Meadowcroft (1996:4) bring up the issue of time-
scale, since environmental problems often are due to incremental change and 
problems may not be noticeable until after a fair long period. They also 
mention the problems of injustice and redistribution. They question the idea 
that green policies are good for everyone, everywhere by arguing that any 
policy designed to deal with an environmental problem will imply costs: 
costs that must be borne by someone. These “unique” circumstances 
together with the traditional administrative fragmentation of governments 
makes the complexity of managing environmental problems vast, which in 
turn may explain, to a certain extent, the difficulties for policymakers and 
politicians reaching agreements over how to solve them.  

It is true that governments often must make decisions under conditions 
of uncertainty, particularly with respect to economic policy and shifting 
patterns of international conflict (Lafferty and Meadowcroft 2001). But 
environmental problems cut across borders, issues, scales and levels as no 
other dilemma, and that is why they create challenges to governments as well 
as to individuals. This interdependency was recognised in the beginning of 
the 1970s as the insight of, for example, the relationship between environ-
mental problems and public health. A green movement started to take form.   

A steady state perspective 

For a number of reasons, the environment became a political priority world-
wide during the 1970s and 80s. Public concern grew as a response to, among 
other things, the oil crises in 1974 and 1978, nuclear power disasters (Harris-
burg 1979 and Chernobyl 1986), the threat of the eradication of seals, whales 
and other animals, and the discovery in the mid 1980s of the depletion of the 
ozone layer. This public concern paved the way for the prioritisation of 
environmental issues by political parties. Newly formed Green Parties gained 
seats in the Parliaments in several countries during this period19. In addition, 
interest in NGOs like the Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth International 
and World Wildlife Foundation (WWF) grew, and their membership base 

 

                                                      
19 In Sweden the Greens was formed in 1981, mainly as a response to the public criticism of 
how the government handled the referendum on nuclear power; in 1988 they entered the 
Parliament.   



 

 49 

grew20. These different movements became the spring board from which the 
“new” concept of sustainable development entered politics and became a 
global political agreement that combined environmental protection with 
continuing economic growth. However this was not the first time this con-
cept had been conceived; a theory that linked the economy to the environ-
ment had already been launched more than a decade earlier – it was called 
the steady state theory. 

Parallel to the growing concern for the environment in the 1970s, the 
theory of a possible steady-state was launched by the ecological economists 
Herman Daly and Kenneth Townsend (1973, 1993). They reversed the idea 
of capitalism and the market economy’s view on the environment as a non-
limited recourse by claiming that it should be the limits of the global 
ecosystem that steer the economy and not the other way around. The idea 
also advocated that it is the sustainable yield, rather than willingness to pay, 
that should prevail over economic decisions. 

The idea of a steady state implies that the physical flows of production 
and consumption must be minimised, not maximised subject to some desir-
able population and standard of living. Hence, the central concept within a 
steady state must be the stock of wealth, not the flow of income and 
consumption, which is the core of the neoclassical paradigm. Daly and 
Townsend highlight one of the biggest problems the contemporary econo-
mic systems faces – namely the fact that the recourses are finite and there-
fore the physical flows must be reduced. Although their ideas seemed quite 
radical, they did not really touch upon questions concerning inherent values 
and moral considerations, which are the core issues according to radical 
green theorists (see Dobson, 2000; Merchant, 1992; Naess, 1989).  

“Sustainability is a vision of the future that provides us with a road map 
and helps to focus our attention on a set of values and ethical and moral 
principles by which to guide our actions, as individuals, and in relation to 
the institutional structures with which we have contact-governmental or 
non-governmental, work related, and other.”(Viederman, 1995:37)  

 

                                                      
20 Both Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth International were formed in 1971; the latter 
was also established in Sweden the same year. In the end of the 1970s and beginning of the 
1990s the organisations expanded to most European countries; in 1983 Greenpeace was 
established in Stockholm (FOE, 2007; Greenpeace, 2007).   
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Radical greens and deep ecologists21 argue that nature has an intrinsic value; 
independent of human interpretation and perception of it. Humans must, 
therefore, take moral responsibility for the non-human world; otherwise 
there will be no fundamental and real changes towards a sustainable future, 
but only superficial ones, which will not be enough. Hence, in their view, 
sustainable development is a moral obligation and not a “choice”. Depend-
ing on what mode of governance is favoured and implemented and what 
types of policy instruments are used, ethical and moral concerns are material-
ised in policy making.  

Even though the definition of sustainable development adopted by the 
UN in 1987, “…to meet the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED 1987:5), is 
usually referred to as the origin of the concept of sustainable development, 
the idea of the interrelation between the economy and the environment had 
obviously been recognized and debated long before. It simply was not yet 
termed sustainable development.  

Conceptual inquiries 

The sustainable development discourse encompasses many independent 
efforts linked through networks and collaborations across international, 
national, regional and local levels. It is argued that the concept provides a 
framework for integration between ecological sustainability and develop-
ment, by linking the ecological crisis not only to the environment but also to 
its social context and the economy. The message is clear: in order to be able 
to deal with environmental problems, we have to understand the role of each 
dimension, but most of all, their interdependence in each environmental 
dilemma or problem to be solved. This was a conclusion already reached by 
Daly and Townsend with their steady-state theory in the 1970s.  

The very broad definition of sustainable development offered by the UN 
includes the three dimensions of the environment, the economy and society, 
as well as intra- and intergenerational needs, as cornerstones in decision 
making and steering us towards increased sustainability. The comprehensive-
ness of the sustainable development definition is both its strength and its 
weakness in terms of governing. On the one hand, it order to get different 
 

                                                      
21 Within ecological philosophy the distinction and classification of different ecological 
thought into ‘deep ecology’ and ‘shallow ecology’ was made by the Norwegian philosopher 
Arne Næss in 1973. In brief, ‘deep ecology’ means a radical view on how to interpret eco-
centrism in practice by identifying ourselves with other beings and hence cultivate natural 
compassion and empathy with the rest of the world/cosmos while ‘shallow ecology’ is less 
radical in the human self-reflection on how to view themselves in relation to the world/ 
cosmos (Eckersley, 1992:62).  
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and important stakeholders and actors to acknowledge and support the issue, 
it can be a good strategy ‘to include everything’ in its definition, since that  
more or less allows everyone to interpret it in a way that it fits their agenda 
or personal belief. But on the other hand, the risk of a comprehensive and 
complex concept is that the (same) stakeholders and actors find the concept 
difficult to transform into tangible goals and policies, which may lead to an 
implementation deficit. As concluded in chapter two, sustainability indicators 
can function as objective setters which may be one strategy to bring clarity to 
what to sustain. The issues of what to sustain and how to sustain it have 
been analysed and debated for nearly two decades within political science 
research (Goulet, 1996). Lafferty (2004:26) offers a convincing explanation 
to why it is indeed a challenging issue: “Sustainable development is now like 
‘democracy’: it is universally desired, diversely understood, extremely difficult 
to achieve, and it won’t go away. What more could the intrepid cadre of 
international policy analysts ask for?” Several studies of sustainability indica-
tors have paid attention to the problem of a lack of a universal definition of 
sustainable development. Their point is that if we do not know exactly what 
we are going to indicate it becomes very difficult to develop indicators. For 
example, Farell and Hart (1998) and Brugmann (1997) stress that before we 
develop sustainability indicators we must define sustainability, and in many 
cases this is not done – which is a severe problem. The notions of “sustain-
ability” are coming to rival the much-theorized concept of “risk”22 as a key 
organizing principle in the “late modern societies”. But the question remains 
of how to make operational the central ideas of the concept, as was the case 
with the “risk” concept according to Stirling (1999).  

Depending on what is defined as sustainable or not, related indicators will 
reflect different aspects and issues. An indicator can be sustainable and not 
sustainable at the same time, depending on the perspective and aim of the 
indicators (Morse et al., 2001). I believe that Journel et.al (2003) define the 
core problem well when they state: “that there is a risk of wanting sustain-
able development indicators to give content to a concept that has no defined 
content” (2003:625). This could, in fact, be one aim of the indicators: to give 
content to sustainable development, and make it measurable and, hence, 
accountable. As was discussed in the former chapter, one type of sustain-
ability indicator systems is to set objectives and define the goals i.e. the 
content of the issue. Azar et al. (1996), among others, instead frame the 
problem as a “border-issue” between sustainability and un-sustainability. 
Since this border is not sharp, is it not possible to determine exact reference 
values of sustainability. However, when using reference values that at least 
 

                                                      
22 See Giddens (1990) and Beck (1992) for comprehensive introductions to the so called ‘risk 
society’.  
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point in the direction towards sustainability, time series on the indicators can 
be used to decide whether sustainability is approached or not (ibid).     

William Lafferty has provided much input into the debate of how to 
understand and interpret the implications of sustainable development as a 
normative concept, and in particular, the relationship between sustainability 
and development. He has done a clarifying distinction of the core elements 
of sustainable development in the way it is used to prescribe and evaluate 
changes in living conditions (1996). According to Lafferty, these changes are 
to be guided by four aspirations: (1) To satisfy basic human needs and 
reasonable standards of welfare for all living beings (Development); (2) To 
achieve more equitable standards of living both within and among popula-
tions (Development); (3) To be pursued with great caution as to their actual 
or potential disruption of biodiversity and the regenerative capacity of 
nature, both locally and globally (Sustainability); and (4) To be achieved 
without undermining the possibility for future generations to attain similar 
standards of living or improved standards of equity (Sustainability). While 
Lafferty points to an increase in the standard of living among the population 
as essential for reaching development, Carter (2001) instead uses the 
expression of economic growth to define development. According to Carter:  

“Development is a process of transformation, which by combining 
economic growth with broader social and cultural changes, enables 
individuals to realise their full potential […] and the dimension of 
sustainability brings the recognition that development must adhere to the 
physical constraints imposed by every ecosystem, so that environmental 
considerations have to be embedded in all sectors and policy areas.” 
(Carter, 2001:198)  

The fact that the two words “sustainable” and “development” are not clearly 
linked to each other but still have become an expression, as if it were one 
word, is one of the main critiques to the idea itself. The inherent 
contradiction, which is embedded in the notion of a sustainable develop-
ment, i.e. “that sustainability implies constraints on the growth at the same 
time as economic growth itself implies no constraints!” (Jagers, 2003:43) 
leads to the question: how can (a) development be ecologically sustainable? 
If we assume that development refers to the idea of enabling individuals to 
realise their full potential by combining economic growth with a broader 
agenda of social and cultural changes, then one must be convinced that 
economic growth is compatible with ecological improvement. Dobson 
(1996) argues that sustainable development is a conception of sustainability 
in that it contains views on what is to be sustained, why it should be 
sustained and what the object(s) of concern are. Sustainable development is 
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thus a complex task to reach. Despite this complexity, the UNCED in Rio 
de Janeiro in 1992 managed to gather more than 180 states that agreed and 
signed the Agenda 21 to work towards a sustainable future. International as 
well as regional, national and local levels took on the political challenge.  

With regard to the administrative turn of the NPM in public policy 
making, and the difficulty in reaching agreement about what to sustain and 
more important how to sustain it, local governments operate within a 
changing and challenging context. Besides, it is a complicated task to work 
according to a global agenda with global effects while maintaining a local 
perspective on policies. Part of the sustainability discourse points to and 
encourages local action, while at the same time, its scope is global. According 
to Hagberg (2003:4), the task of thinking of something abstract – the 
“global” – while implementing concrete actions at a concrete level – the 
“local” – creates a dilemma for the individual. The popular phrase ‘think 
global, act local’ encourages attention on the broader, universal issues 
supported by concrete, local efforts, suggesting it does not necessarily have 
to be a dilemma. Another interesting point is made by Bäckstrand et al. 
(1996:212), who argue that one problem with implementing sustainable 
development at the local level is that the networks and actors who agreed on 
the global ideas in Rio (UNCED) 1992 are not the same actors who are left 
with the implementation process in national, regional or local settings These 
local actors may have very different interests and considerations to take into 
account when designing their local sustainability strategies.  

A final point worth mentioning relates the problem of the definition of 
scale with regard to sustainable development politics. The idea and definition 
of appropriate time-scales in which to discuss the sustainable development 
agenda may vary between the political levels. Effective action at the local 
level may (and usually does) depend on decisions taken at higher levels, i.e. 
the central government. Some actors may enter the governance relationship 
with a very “localist” perspective, while for others the boundary is regional, 
and for still others it may be international. In the same way, what is short-
term to some will appear like an eternity to others. Because sustainable deve-
lopment in practice is about short-term action with a long-term perspective, 
it embodies a conflict regarding the prioritization of actions in practice. The 
time and scale issue is relevant to highlight in the work with sustainability 
indicators since they may indicate and relate to problems relevant in a global 
perspective, yet need to encompass local and specific needs. So, in order to 
understand the role of sustainability indicators in local governance, we must 
look more closely into the theory as well as the practice of sustainable deve-
lopment. 
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Sustainable development in theory 
Within environmental politics and policy making, analysing discourse can be 
a fruitful method to understand the variety, complexity and interdependen-
cies that characterise environmental problems. This, in turn, affects the 
articulation of these problems and their respective solutions (see Bäckstrand, 
2001; Fischer, 2003; Hajer, 1995; Weale, 1992; Rydin, 2003; Dryzek, 1997)23. 
With such an approach, language is not viewed as a neutral instrument for 
communication and does not represent an objective reality. Instead, language 
is shaped within a context which shapes relations, identities and beliefs. This 
means that politics cannot be understood as something ‘out there’. Instead, it 
is through language that the political and social reality is constructed and 
given meaning. As Dryzek (1997:7) argues, “environmental issues do not 
present themselves to us in well-defined boxes with labels”. Therefore we 
need to understand how the environmental arena is divided into the labelled 
categories that we face and use daily. He continues by stating that “this 
inquiry rests on the contention that language matters, that the way we 
construct, interpret and analyse environmental problems has all kinds of 
consequences”. He is particularly interested in understanding the “politics” 
behind environmental problems in general and sustainable development in 
particular. Environmental problems, and the task to obtain a sustainable 
development, are multifaceted, thus a proliferation of different perspectives 
to the issue can be observed. Different interpretations form the basis for 
knowledge, and power is about getting certain knowledge acknowledged and 
admitted as the ‘right’ one. Discourses are thus about power relations. In 
Lukes (2005) definition of the three faces of power24, the third face (power 
over thoughts and the mind) is closely related to discursive power.  

 

                                                      
23 Theorists that have added important insights and perspectives to discourse theory includes 
Michel Foucault who said that “discourse is the power to be seized” (1984:110), he is also the 
most evident source of inspiration to Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (1985) who are 
influenced by several ‘discursive streams’ that they try to combine into one theory. Norman 
Fairclough (1995) is another discourse theorists who usually is linked to the Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA), which sees CDA as an instrument to expose veiled power structures and 
possible change the social and political structures that sustain the unfair distribution of power 
(this perspective is also clearly influenced by the critical theory of the Frankfurt school and 
Marxism). Martin Rein and Donald Schön (1996) have made contributions to the field of 
policy analysis by viewing policy analysis as a cause or consequence of movements within the 
processes of larger policy discourse.  
24 The first dimension of power is the observable (formal) power. That is representation in the 
Parliament, the right to vote etc. The second face of power is power over the political agenda; 
who has the influence to put questions on to the political agenda but also keep issues of the 
agenda? (Lukes, 2005) 
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Theoretically, governing towards sustainable development can mainly be 
understood from two different perspectives: a technical and efficiency driven 
perspective or a participatory democracy and citizen empowerment per-
spective. The former is characterised by a strong belief and trust in technical 
development and innovations as the most important mean to reach sustain-
ability. The latter perspective advocates broader participation in decision 
making processes and awareness raising activities as the most necessary 
prerequisites to reach sustainability goals. For my purpose, the notion of 
sustainable development in a discursive context can be applied through the 
ideas of John Dryzek who argues that there are several environmental 
discourses that all have to position themselves, yet in different ways, in the 
long-dominant discourse of industrialism (1997:12), and sustainable develop-
ment is one of them.  

Dryzek identifies four major discourses that all depart from the terms of 
industrialism, as reformists or radicals on the one hand, and as prosaic or 
imaginative on the other. A prosaic departure takes the political rules set by 
the industrial society pretty much for given, requiring action but not opting 
for a new kind of society.  A more imaginative discourse seeks to redefine 
the political “chessboard”; here environmental problems are seen as oppor-
tunities rather than troubles. This classification provides four main environ-
mental discourses. First, ‘environmental problem solving’ – which is classi-
fied as a reformist and prosaic discourse. Here, the political and economic 
status quo is taken for given, but needs to adjust to be able to cope with 
environmental problems. Institutionalisation of environmental concern and 
expertise, green taxes and regulations can be seen as identifying examples of 
a problem solving discourse. Regarding governing style, the environmental 
problem discourse embodies bureaucracy and professional rationalism, and 
favours regulation as the most optimal policy instrument. Scientists, rather 
than citizens, are accredited with what is regarded as important and valuable 
knowledge for political decision making.  

In contrast, the second discourse, ‘survivalism’, is characterised as radical 
and prosaic, because it seeks to redistribute the power within the political 
and economic system, as well as re-orientate away from economic growth as 
the absolute guideline. Survivalists can only see solutions in terms of options 
set by the existing political system. This discourse flourished in the 1970s. Its 
basic idea is that there is a limit to the Earth’s stock, which will soon be hit if 
the population – and economic growth continues “uncontrolled”. Therefore 
greater control from governments, administrators and scientists, who are 
seen as the responsible elites, is advocated. However, it is a radical discourse 
because it will redistribute the power within the industrial political economy, 
and reorient society away from the belief in a perpetual economic growth.  
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A third discourse identified by Dryzek is what he labels ‘green radicalism’, 
which he classifies as radical and imaginative. Green radicalism rejects the 
basic political structure of the industrial society and the way it conceptualises 
the environment. Instead, a broad range of alternative interpretations of 
humanity, society, and the relationship between nature, society and humans 
is presented. The questioning of human superiority over non-humans and 
the intrinsic value of nature are core issues to this discourse.  

The fourth discourse is termed ‘sustainability’. Dryzek classifies this final 
discourse as reformist but imaginative, as there are no real radical elements 
within it. It attempts to dissolve the conflict between environmental and 
economic values, a conflict that per se constitutes the fundamental base for 
both the problem solving discourse and the survivalist discourse. This 
discourse entered the political arena with the 1987 UNCED report “Our 
Common Future”, and will serve as the starting point in this study. Dryzek 
argues that sustainable development policy making and governance has, in 
practice, been translated into either Agenda 21 or ecological modernisation 
projects. The former perspective advocates more public participation and 
local empowerment in reaching sustainable development, while the latter 
places faith and trust in technology development and scientific innovations 
as the most efficient and necessary means of realizing sustainable develop-
ment. Governance that, in practical terms, manages to combine efficiency 
and expert led politics with public participation and citizen empowerment 
politics only exists in theory. 

 Sustainable development in practice 
The two perspectives and practices of ecological modernisation and Agenda 
21 strive to reach legitimacy for sustainable development politics with dif-
ferent approaches. To put it simply, ecological modernisation is a goal 
oriented discourse, while Agenda 21 is more process oriented discourse. 
Below I discuss the two approaches, their basic values and fundaments, what 
policy instruments and types of indicators they advocate, and what implica-
tions they may have for governing arrangements.  

The efficiency shaped agenda  

The instrumental rationality that became a consequence of the modern 
industrialisation has, to a large degree, influenced the norm of (environmen-
tal) policy-making. It was not really challenged until the ‘survivalist approach’ 
became visible on the political agenda in the beginning of the 1970s. Written 
statements, such as the “Limits to Growth” by the Club of Rome in 1972 
(Meadows et al, 1972) and the “Blueprint for Survival”, published in the 
Ecologist the same year, paved the way for a more public debate and critique 
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of how the environmental degradation was handled by the politicians. 
Suddenly, there was a demand to add the environment as a variable to the 
existing political decision making processes. Ecological modernisation can be 
said to be the industries’ and the scientific community’s answer to this “new” 
political issue.  

It is a modified version of the techno-centric paradigm, to better suit the 
contemporary western industrialised society (Forsberg, 2002). O’Riordan 
identified a number of elements that describe the ideology or underpinning 
worldview of techno-centrism. 

“The techno-centric mode has left its legacy in environmental policy-
making in a number of ways. First, its optimism over the successful 
manipulation of techniques to extract and allocate resources…Second, its 
determination to be ‘value free’ in advice and analysis, leaving the ‘tough’ 
judgements to a political arena that is already shaped by their advice. 
Third, its disavowal of widespread public participation, especially the 
input of lay opinion, a philosophy much admired by politicians equally 
intent on preserving their rightful role in acting authoritatively in behalf 
of the public….Finally, its disquieting fallibility, the constant evidence of 
error and mis-interpretation and of hunches that do not quite pay 
off.”(O’Riordan 1981:19)  

The underlying assumption is that, any environmental or technical problem 
can be solved through freely expressed human ingenuity especially that 
expressed through technology. Human domination over the nature25 is 
manifested in what can be called managerial efficiency, which is another 
frequently-used term in descriptions of techno-centrism. To manage the 
environment in an efficient way means to emphasise the application of 
science to specific environmental problems, usually under the auspices of the 
state (Wilson and Bryant, 1997). Since the experts and scientists are seen as 
the main actors in managing the environment, a non-professional and non-
scientific approach to the problem is excluded.  

The concept of ecological modernisation was launched in the 1980s by 
the German political scientists Joseph Huber and Martin Jänicke,26 who 
wanted to make the environmental degradation calculable and, thus, more 

 

                                                      
25 The anthropocentric approach is extremely apparent in the modern rationality that under-
pins techno-centrism. Eco-centrism, which is the antithesis of techno-centrism is based on an 
eco-centric (as oppose to anthropocentric) worldview in which nature is used as a metaphor 
for unity, interdependence and a new moral order. Humans are not superior to other living 
species and nature has an intrinsic value (Dobson, 2000).    
26 See Jänicke, 1991; Hajer, 1995; Mol, 2001 and Weale, 1992 for some key studies of eco-
logical modernisation.  
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attractive to the private sphere. Hajer formulates ecological modernisation as 
follows: 

 “It frames environmental problems combining monetary units with 
discursive elements derived from the natural sciences, this provides a 
common denominator through which costs and benefits of pollution can 
be taken into account.” (Hajer, 1995:26) 

Like the techno-centric paradigm, ecological modernisation stresses the 
importance of science in policy making. Measurements such as critical loads, 
benchmarking and performance indicators are favoured as tools for moni-
toring and evaluation. The political message of ecological modernisation is 
that capitalism can be made more environmental friendly by the reform 
(rather than the overthrow) of existing economic, social and political institu-
tions (Carter, 2001:211). Hence, ecological modernisation seems to offer a 
“weak” version of sustainability in which the opposing goals of economic 
growth and environmental protection can be reconciled within further, albeit 
“greener” industrialisation.  

The pollution prevention pays argument is turned into a forceful and 
positive utilitarian claim within the ecological modernisation discourse 
(Hajer, 1995:26). In short, business can profit by protecting the environment. 
Compared to the traditional paradigm of techno-centrism, ecological moder-
nisation is less state-centric, in that it opens up co-operation and dialogue 
between government, industry, scientists and those moderate NGOs that are 
willing to be co-opted into the system. However, citizens are not explicitly 
mentioned as possible partners in this process. Clearly the business sector is 
addressed, since the costs of environmental damage must be made calculable 
through the internalisation of external costs.  

The question of individuals’ responsibility in combating the environ-
mental problems is not really an issue in ecological modernisation (Forsberg, 
2002:50). However, among writers analysing ecological modernist ideas, 
there is not a single explanation of what ecological modernisation is, but a 
wide spectrum of viewpoints, ranging from ‘weak’ to ‘strong’. The weaker 
form focuses on the development of technical solutions to environmental 
problems through the partnership of economic, political and scientific elites 
in corporatist policy-making structures. According to Dryzek (1997:147), this 
is a narrower understanding of the concept - ‘a discourse for engineers and 
accountants’ – that largely excludes considerations of development and 
democratic issues. A stronger or more ‘reflexive’ version adopts a broader 
approach to the interpretation of environmental concerns across institutions 
and wider society, which includes concern for the international dimensions 
of environmental issues (see Christoff, 2000 and Hajer, 1995). But the nature 
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of ecological modernisation, weak or strong, is to offer efficient processes 
with focus on performance, benchmarking and calculations of costs. The 
goal is to maximise the output with a minimum of input in terms of staff, 
money, time etc. Governing according to the ecological modernisation 
discourse implies a focus on efficient processes, which means striving to 
reach the goal in the first place by using as few “resources” as possible in the 
process. Resources can include the number of people involved in the work, 
financial resources and time spent on the work. O’Riordan and Voisey 
(1998:10) argue that efficient governing also includes measures of sustain-
ability, in other words, targets and objectives need to be formulated so that 
the adaptation towards sustainability can be measured and validated.  

The ecological modernisation discourse favours policy instruments 
targeting the private sphere. Examples include: different forms of market-
based instruments like eco-taxes, tradable permit systems, subsidies and 
deposit-refund schemes; environmental management systems; eco-labels, 
which provide consumers with information about the environmental impact 
of their purchasing decisions; and voluntary agreements, notably between 
industry and public authorities. Here, the market is left to decide the goals, as 
well as how to achieve those (Jordan et al., 2005:483). To assess the perfor-
mance of the initiatives becomes important, since reaching the ends and 
delivering outputs are what counts for the actors involved. To gain legiti-
macy for their efforts, politicians are dependent on concrete results and seek 
real effects in terms of policy outcomes. This means that efficient policy 
processes are a natural goal to politicians, since efficiency implies quicker 
results in terms of policy outputs. The time issue is important in politics.  
Simply stated, the less time devoted to a process, the less time it takes to get 
results and reach the goals (Weale, 1999). Of course this is the ideal idea of 
how it should work, not necessarily how it works in reality.  

Ecological modernisation favours two strategies to reach efficiency in 
ecological governance: (1) the use of regulations by governments, which 
often implies instant changes and adaptations to the new rules by organisa-
tions, governmental bodies or the market; or (2) to let the issue be com-
pletely market-driven, which often leads to changes in the production chain, 
the marketing of the product and sometimes the development of new 
products that fit public needs. The market is always interested in new arenas 
and is therefore sensitive to the public opinion. Numerous environmentally 
friendly products have been developed due to of public pressure. Another 
example is the strategic necessity for many businesses to be environmentally 
certified according to relevant quality standards and audit schemes (for 
example the ISO 140001, the EMAS or the FSC). In these forms of manage-
ment systems and performance audit evaluations systematic measurement 
routines are important in the work. Indicators can be an important tool in 
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these institutional instruments (Krut and Gleckman, 1998). Companies are 
not bounded by law to be certified, but are bound by the market, i.e. the 
consumers.  

Palme (2004) concludes that, in terms of sustainability assessment 
methods in the future business sphere, there will be three dominating report-
ing frameworks including indicators: the Global Reporting Initiative will be 
the most common framework followed by balance scorecards and what is 
called standardised Environmental Management Systems (EMS). All these 
types of reporting  favour scientific and management driven indicators; and 
we know from earlier experiences that developments in the private sector 
will have spill over effects on the public sector, especially when it comes to 
making policy more efficient. Hajer (1995) argues that this form of institutio-
nalisation of indicators is not merely a technical or innocent mechanism for 
stronger surveillance or reporting, but also an element in what has been 
termed a political struggle over the contents of ecological modernisation 
(and  sustainable development process at all political levels). Indicators 
define the content of politics, which is an important asset to pay attention to 
in the way Hajer does.  

However, efficient processes that may lead to concrete results and the 
fulfilment of stipulated goals may not be enough to reach legitimacy and 
trust from the citizens, who more and more articulate “their right” to be 
directly included in policy making. The increased demand and need for 
increased participation in environmental governance is not embraced by 
ecological modernisation, but by the Agenda 21 discourse.        

The participatory shaped agenda 

Agenda 21 is an action plan for sustainable development that builds on the 
premise that new forms of social learning are required. It states, that to be 
able to resolve potential conflicts on environment and development issues, 
new types of democratic processes, citizen involvement and participation are 
needed. The argument is that environmental problems must be solved by a 
cross-sectored approach involving citizens in decision making processes. 
Local authorities are given a key role in the transformation process of trans-
lating sustainable development into practice. It is important to remember 
that Agenda 21 is not a regulative act but a voluntary agreement. One out of 
the 40 chapters in Agenda 21 is devoted to the role of local governments. It 
states:  

“Each local authority should enter into a dialogue with its citizens, local 
organisations and private enterprises and adopt a local Agenda 21. 
Through consultation and consensus building, local authorities would 
learn from citizens and from local, civic, community, business and 
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industrial organizations and acquire the information needed for formu-
lating the best strategies. The process of consultation would increase 
household awareness of sustainable development issues. Local authority 
programmes, policies, laws and regulations to achieve Agenda 21 
objectives would be assessed and modified, based on local programmes 
adopted. Strategies could also be used in supporting proposals for local, 
national, regional and international funding.” (Agenda 21, 1993:462)   

This quote from Agenda 21, covering the local level, clearly illustrates the 
link between a sustainable development transformation and citizen parti-
cipation. It indicates that politicians can learn from the citizens and obtain 
necessary information from them in order to improve decisions. It seems 
reasonable to talk about Agenda 21 as a project to revitalize democracy, since 
it advocates public participation and citizen empowerment in environmental 
politics. It proposes a ‘democratisation of the democracy’, i.e. adding parti-
cipatory and deliberative initiatives to the existing democratic practices, 
through a green agenda. Among many researchers (for example Fisher, 2003 
and Rydin, 2003), Susan Baker argues for a natural link between participatory 
democracy and implementing sustainable development.  

“Participation in decisions which affects one’s own life is a central 
political value of democracy and, for strategic reasons; the required 
changes of lifestyle connected with a shift to sustainable development can 
never be lasting if they are imposed in an authoritarian way. Voluntariness 
is an imperative of successful sustainable development policies.” (Baker et 
al.; 1997:24)  

Here, the ideal democracy is found when citizens actively and voluntarily 
participate in politics and more importantly have the mandate to influence 
the decision-making process (see, for example, Doherty and de Geus, 1996; 
Lafferty and Meadowcroft, 1996; Barber, 1984; Barry, 1996). Linking this 
argument to the collective action problem mentioned earlier, there is a need 
to find agreements about rules that limit the use of public goods in order to 
create incentives for people to become committed to the environmental 
issue. It is not enough for politicians to open up the process to public 
participation; they also must convince people that their participation actually 
matters in the end.  

The grass root perspective of Agenda 21, in which citizen participation is 
a staring point, is of course closely linked to general theories of democracy 
that advocate a more influential role of the public, for example deliberative 
democracy and participatory democracy (see Dahl, 2000; Dryzek, 2002; 
Held, 2006). Here the argument is that people have a moral right to be 
included in decision-making that affects their lives. A central element of 
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Agenda 21 is the focus on decentralising decision-making by creating part-
nerships that enable broad participation by various actors, governmental as 
well as non-governmental. Hence the processes preceding the decisions are 
in focus rather than the effects of the decisions. However, proponents of the 
participatory course argue that involvement and partaking in the decision 
making processes as such is necessary in order to obtain the desired effects 
of the final decision. According to Rydin (2003:128), people need to know in 
order to safeguard their health and morally; and they have the right to know 
because knowledge provides a basis for individual action to take place. Crilly 
et al., 1999: Bell and Morse, 2001 and Mofatt et al., 2001 put it that, in order 
to legitimatize sustainability politics, different stakeholders must be included 
in the work with indicators. Sustainable development is a political issue 
imbued with moral values, not just an objective technical issue 

Fischer (2003) criticises the modernity’s trust in science and expertise as 
the only (valid) sources for knowledge as devastating for democracy in 
general and peoples trust in politics in particular. He points to the important 
issue of whether political legitimacy is gained from the means or the ends in 
a policy process when he argues that most citizens are confronted by 
hierarchically managed organizations that exclude them from participation, 
yet they claim to provide services on their behalf and often in their name. By 
not letting people be part of the processes, politicians create a barrier 
between them and the citizens. This will, according to Fischer, lead to 
decreased trust and interest in politicians and politics, in general, by citizens 
(ibid). If different groups are involved and engaged in the sustainability 
indicator conceptualization and development, it is far more likely they will 
use and appreciate the results (Bell and Morse, 2001). Nevertheless, they 
point out that participation is a complex word, as there are several types of 
participation that serve different interests. By using participation in a sound 
way, the stakeholders’ views, concerns and aspirations will be better repre-
sented (this will be further developed below). Stirling (1999), Linser (1999) 
and Pinfield (1996) argue that public participation is needed when deve-
loping sustainability indicators in order to increase the effectiveness of 
sustainable development implementation. To obtain increased participation 
in decision making processes, Agenda 21 initiatives often include issue 
specific hearings, round-table discussions, transparent and open processes 
(Dahlgren and Eckerberg, 2005).   

Summing up, it becomes clear that even though the two perspectives of 
interpreting sustainable development differ in most parts regarding the 
“how” of governing, they both strive towards sustainability. Municipalities in 
Sweden have been successful in implementing both ecological modernisation 
practices and Agenda 21 initiatives during the last decade (as will be 
explained and discussed in chapter five). And sustainability indicators have 
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been used as tools in local environmental governance for more than ten 
years. With this in mind, it is now time to introduce the framework for 
analysis and related questions that will be applied in the study.   

A framework of governing arrangements 
The point of departure is that there are different ways of reaching and 
defining legitimacy in modes of sustainable development governance, in 
particular at the local level. Sustainability indicators are found in the core of 
this process as they both define and operationalise sustainable development. 
In order to understand what discourse is underpinning the indicators, first 
the surrounding governing arrangements that are in practice need to be 
mapped and analysed. To facilitate the sorting of the empirical material into 
analytical clusters the framework is organised as an ideal-typology. The 
purpose of ideal-typologies is not primarily to interpret the data in a way that 
it may be placed entirely in one or the other of the “ideals” but rather to 
distinguish patterns and possible trends with the help of the ideals. Or, as 
Widerberg puts it, the aim with ideal-types is to find out the essence of the 
different elements, rather than providing a consistent picture of “reality” 
(2002:142). My analytical framework consists of an ideal-typology, which 
departures from the overall research question of whether the local sustain-
ability indicator systems are driven by efficiency or participatory claims. In 
the ideal-typology, efficiency and participation are seen as two different 
political driving forces in order to obtain legitimacy for the local work with 
sustainability indicators. 

Table 3.1 Ideal-typology of governing arrangements  

Aspects of 
governing arrangements 

Ideal-types 

 Efficiency and goal oriented claims  Participatory and process 
oriented claims  

Administrative context 
Institutional choices  

Few institutions/administrative units 
involved in the work  

Broad range of institutions/ 
administrative units involved 
in the work  

Stakeholders involved 
Citizen participation 
External and internal stakeholders 

No citizen participation  
Few stakeholders involved 
 

Citizen participation 
Many stakeholders involved 
 

 
The two most important aspects of governing arrangements are (1) the 
administrative context and (2) stakeholders involved in the work. Empirical 
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as well as theoretical standpoints motivate the choice of these two aspects. In 
the pilot interviews I made in the beginning of the project (further discussed 
and motivated in chapter four dealing with methodological issues) the 
interviewees frequently referred to the issues of local internal administrative 
organisation and stakeholder involved in the work when they described the 
working processes. Rydin’s (2003) as well as Dean’s (1999) conclusions, 
discussed earlier, indicate that studying environmental governance means 
studying the “institutional choices” and the “the regimes of practice” of 
government, in other words the “organised ways of doing things”. Here, the 
administrative context should be understood as degree of involvement of the 
local administration in the work. The stakeholders involved dimension aims 
to clarify the degree of external and internal stakeholders involved in the 
work. In the efficiency ideal, as few units and stakeholders as possible are 
preferred in the work, since to practice participation is seen as time con-
suming. In the participatory ideal, involvement of many units and organisa-
tions and stakeholders also from outside the authority is promoted, mainly 
from a legitimating aspect.  

Weale (1999:84) argues that the content and meaning of participation 
often remains vague in the theoretical debate. A participatory dimension in 
democracy can in practice mean very different things.  A broad definition is 
delivered by Parry, Moyser and Day (1992:16) which Weale also supports 
(1999), they define participation as “taking part in the process of formu-
lation, passage and implementation of public policies”. This definition says 
that the public should have the final say on issues of public policy. This final 
say involves not only power over issues of public policy but also power over 
the agenda setting as well as the implementation. Here, citizen participation 
means citizen power. According to Arnstein (1969), this suggests that 
“participation without redistribution of power is an empty and frustrating 
process for the powerless”. The degree of power and influence given to (or 
taken by) the citizens in the policy and decision making processes varies a lot 
depending on how participation is interpreted. Both Arnstein (1969) and Bell 
& Morse (2001) have provided typologies of different forms of participation 
ranging from manipulative and passive forms to informing or consultation, 
and finally, self mobilization and citizen control forms of participation.  

Basically, manipulation and passive participation means that the partici-
pants (citizens) are invited to the process to be “educated”, “advised” or 
“persuaded” about the issue at stake. Those in power have no real interest in 
the views and needs of the citizens. In practice, this implies non-partici-
pation. Moving on to the informing and consultation forms of participation, 
receiving information about the options and consequences of the decisions is 
essential in order to be able to participate in the processes on reasonable 
grounds. The problem is if the information turns into a one-way communi-
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cation from the officers and politicians to the citizens, with no channel for 
feedback from the citizens. Methods used for informing and consulting the 
public can be attitude surveys, neighbourhood meetings, public hearings or 
exhibitions. Delegated power and citizen control forms of participation 
mean that citizens have the power to actually influence and change politics 
by participating in the process. Their votes are counted as equal to, or even 
more important than, the politicians. Here, participation is seen as a right 
and not only as a mechanical function. The aim is to point to the fact that 
there are significant gradations of citizen participation. I intend to analyse if 
and how citizen participation has been employed in the process of develop-
ing the indicators and who was invited to be involved in the work.   

The governing arrangements analysis constitutes the first part of the 
institutional-arrangement framework, the second part focuses on the norma-
tive constructions of sustainability indicators articulated in the interviewees 
and in documents.  

Essential elements of indicator discourse 
As an overriding inspiration to this second part of the analytical framework I 
have used the ideas of Carol Bacchi (1999), who offers an input to policy and 
discourse analysis with an approach in which she asks, “What’s the prob-
lem?”. This opens up for questioning that which has traditionally remained 
unaddressed in politics and policy analysis (see Rönnblom, 2002 and Rönn-
berg, 2007 for recent political and policy studies using Bacchi’s approach). 
Instead of analysing policy problems from a problem-identification or 
problem-definition perspective, as rational policy analysts tend to do, they 
put faith in technology and science or pluralism as means to solve the 
problems (see, for example, Simon, 1966; Lindblom 1980; Wildavsky, 1979). 
Bacchi analyses the problems from a perspective of how problems are 
understood. She argues that: 

 “Interpretations are interventions since they have programmatic out-
comes, that is, the interpretation offered will line up with particular policy 
recommendations […] More directly, policy proposals of necessity 
contain interpretations and hence representations of ‘problems’. There-
fore we need to shift our analysis from policies as attempted ‘solutions’ to 
‘problems’, to policies as constituting competing interpretations of repre-
sentations of political issues.” (1999:3) 

This means that problems are constructed differently due to location-
specific, institution-specific and history-specific factors and circumstances 
(Bardach, 1981).  
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When studying problem-representations, a focus on discourse is necessary. 
Hall (1992:291) sees discourse as “a group of statements, which provide a 
language for talking about it – i.e. a way of representing – a particular type of 
knowledge about a topic”. A ‘What’s the problem’ approach asks: What is 
the problem of (ozone depletion, climate change, pollution quotas etc.) 
represented to be either in a specific policy debate or in a specific policy 
proposal? What presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation? 
What effects are produced by this representation? How are subjects con-
stituted within it? What is likely to change? What is likely to stay the same? 
Who is likely to benefit from this representation? What is left unproblematic 
in this representation? How would ‘responses’ differ if the problem were 
thought about or represented differently? By contextualising the problem(s), 
questions concerning the presumptions implied in, and effects connected to, 
the problem representation would inevitably be analysed. The questions 
suggested by Bacchi aim to examine partly how the problem is perceived and 
understood rather than focusing on the problem per se, and partly examine 
what is left un-problematised, and therefore neglected in the context. It is the 
effects of how the problems are apprehended that Bacchi finds interesting, 
since that can tell us something on the attempts to find the solution(s).  

I will not explicitly apply Bacchi’s list of questions on my study, but they 
have inspired the analytical point of departure. I am interested in what the 
indicators represent to those working with them, in interviews and in 
documents. To increase the understanding of the role of local sustainability 
indicators in environmental governance, a focus on their normative con-
structions is required. Rydin et al. (2003:583) claim that we have moved a 
long way from seeing indicators as pure technical policy tools; instead they 
are defined by their context. Below I have identified five essential elements 
relevant in order to capture the discursive and normative part of the 
institutional arrangement approach.  
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Table 3.2 Elements of sustainability indicators normative construction  

Identified elements Related questions 

Problem representation What problems do the indicators address? What ascribed function do they 
have?  

Legitimacy   How do the indicators obtain legitimacy? Who is accredited knowledge in 
the process?  

Ownership  Who “owns” the indicators? Who is targeted by the indicators? 

Actors motives What incentives to work with the indicators are expressed by the 
interviewees? 

Democratic ideal promoted  What democratic ideal is promoted by the politicians? 

 
The first element, ‘problem representation’ does encapsulate the essence of 
Bacchi’s approach, as I have related the question of ascribed functions of the 
indicators to it. Since sustainability indicators contribute to the production of 
ideas of sustainable development, their basic entities, here translated in the 
terminology of Bacchi as ‘problem representation’, must be understood. As 
mentioned earlier, previous research on sustainability indicators has shown 
that their functions vary according to their context. Their purpose can 
diverge from being seen as tools to facilitate the assessment and/or commu-
nication of sustainable development statistics in one setting, and acting as 
catalysts for public participation in another setting. Therefore, it is of analyti-
cal interest to find out how their described aim and scope of sustainable 
development relates to their function. What problem(s) do the indicators 
address? What ascribed function do they have?  

Second, I have chosen to focus on the element of ‘legitimacy’. In the 
governing arrangements part of the analysis, obtaining legitimacy was linked 
to either efficient processes or broader participation in policy making involv-
ing the public and non-government stakeholders. Here, I have given legiti-
macy another meaning since I no longer focus on the procedural rationalities 
but rather on the conceptual ones by looking at the indicators as such and 
how they are perceived. Thus, legitimacy is seen as tightly connected to 
issues of status (importance within the organizations and ascribed relevance 
in the local work towards sustainability) and knowledge (whose knowledge is 
valuable and taken into account in the work with the indicators). It is impor-
tant to note that legitimacy can be either input or output related (Badersten, 
2006; Hanberger, 1997). The former is concerned with the issue of legality, 
and in democratic theory it can, for example, be the political appointment 
procedures (Rothstein, 1997). The latter claims that true legitimacy is being 
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obtained when governmental actions receive support from a satisfied 
constituency (Held, 2006). A more efficiency-oriented rationale would argue 
that legitimacy for politics is obtained if the goals are reached.  Since I study 
ongoing processes, my focus will be on the legitimizing aspects within the 
indicator developing processes, i.e. aspects of legitimacy during the process 
of defining and establishing the indicators in the organizational and local 
context. How do the indicators obtain legitimacy in the organization? 
Naturally, knowledge input plays an important role in this analysis since it 
implies power over the shape and content and therefore the meaning of the 
indicators. Who is accredited knowledge in the process?  

Linked to the former element, the issue of ‘ownership’ is essential to find 
out. To define ownership is an important step in order to define the target 
group(s). A feeling of ownership can create a willingness to care about the 
issue - I own this and therefore I care about it. There are two interpretations 
of ownership relevant to analytically distinguish. First I have defined formal 
ownership as the unit or department within the local authority which is 
responsible for the work with the indicators. This question is answered 
through examining the administrative context. Second there is the question 
of “informal ownership”, i.e. who has the assigned ownership and who do 
the politicians and officers believe “own” the indicators. The ownership 
question is naturally linked to the issue of whose knowledge is valued and 
accounted for in the definition process. This is dependent on who the 
participants are and what role(s) they play in the work – “cosmetic” and 
passive or interactive and powerful? Experts, scientists, industry, NGOs and 
citizens are all stakeholders and therefore possible participants in the work 
but they may also be target groups of the indicators. Questions to pose are: 
Who is targeted by the indicators?, and Who “owns” the indicators?  

The fourth element focuses on ‘actors’ motives and incentives’ to work 
with the indicators. (In this case, the actors are the politicians and the 
officers.) In line with Bacchi’s arguments, there are possible rationales and 
agendas behind the acts of involved actors that are of interest to find out. 
Their motives may reveal driving forces behind their work with the 
indicators. What incentives to work with the indicators are expressed by the 
interviewees?  

Finally, and linked to the former element, I will investigate which 
‘democratic ideal’ the politicians promote. In relation to the analysis of 
stakeholder’s involvement, i.e. if and how citizen participation has been 
taking place in the work with the sustainability indicator systems, it is of 
interest to analyze how citizen participation is understood by the politicians 
and in documents related to the work. This is relevant to find out since it 
indicates whether the politicians favor public participation or not in policy 
and decision-making processes related to implementing sustainable develop-
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ment. What democratic ideal is promoted by the politicians? How do they 
understand participation?  

Operationalising the institutional arrangements approach 

To facilitate the empirical investigation I have divided the analyses of the 
indictor systems into four parts: (1) Framing the indicators, (2) the process 
and the stakeholders, (3) the administrative context, and (4) how are they 
understood? Each part covers more specific questions derived from the 
governing arrangement framework and the five discursive elements. Some of 
the questions are of pure descriptive nature, while others are more analytical. 
The order of the headings does not follow the exact same order in the 
analyses of the seven indicator systems, since there are certain case specific 
factors that were considered important to highlight. The degree of discursive 
inspired analysis employed in the texts also differs between the questions and 
headings since the chosen methods are subordinated the character of the 
question.  

Summing up the analytical approach 
Institutional arrangements imply a combination of governing structures and 
discursive elements and in order to answer the research question in this study 
this dual approach will constitute the theoretical base. In environmental 
governance there is an inbuilt tension between reaching legitimacy from the 
perspective of efficiency and goal-orientation, and reaching legitimacy from a 
public participation rationale. In practice, sustainable development has 
largely been translated into either ecological modernization or Agenda 21. 
The former seeks legitimacy from reaching stipulated goals and delivering 
results. Here, efficiency is a guiding principle in policy making. The latter 
seeks legitimacy from the means and the processes towards the goal. Here, 
citizen participation is viewed as a necessary part in public learning and in the 
redistribution of power. Sustainability indicators can be seen as a key element 
in sustainable development policy making, especially at the local level. Their 
role in politics is therefore relevant to study, not least from this governance 
tension perspective.  

The analysis is a two step approach. The governing arrangements frame-
work put focus on the political and administrative environment in which the 
work with the indicators is carried out. In other words, the administrative 
context will be investigated in order to map involved institutions within and 
outside the local authority, including stakeholders and citizens that have 
taken part in the process. Accordingly, the governing arrangements of the 
indicator work can be mapped. By adding a problem based approach that 
focuses on how the indicators are understood, another piece of the puzzle of 
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the role of sustainability indicators in sustainable development politics can be 
found, in relation to the tension in governance between reaching efficiency 
and “democracy”. The essential discourse elements: problem representation, 
legitimacy, ownership, agents’ motives and which democracy ideal is pro-
moted are all linked to a power perspective, and may therefore reveal 
underlying rationales shaping the understanding of the indictors by those 
involved working with them.  

In the next chapter, the methodological queries and points of departure 
will be further outlined which builds closely on the chosen theoretical 
framework as has been discussed here.       
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Chapter 4 
 

Reflections on methodology 

The combination of methods for analysing the role of sustainability indica-
tors from both an institutional and a discourse perspective is expected to 
give a more comprehensive view, and thus come closer to a ‘complete’ pictu-
re of the issue (even though it is impossible to complete an analysis in terms 
of claiming that the result is given, objective and total). The two perspectives 
provide different substances to the analysis. This is an explorative case study 
using qualitative methods with certain comparative ambitions. 

When thinking about the role of indicators in politics and what they can 
embody and symbolise, questions regarding their scope, function and aim 
comes to mind. Since values and interpretations are inherent in indicators, 
their symbolic meanings must be clearly addressed. Indicators are situated 
within an institutional context that contains both governing structures and 
discourse. The descriptive part of the analysis serves to map the governing 
context of the indicators, and the discursive inspired perspective offers 
questions related to the indicators’ representation. Hence the idea of trying a 
dual methodological approach was crystallised during the process of inter-
viewing and collecting material. This may be an example of a largely induc-
tive approach (see, for example, Esaisson et al. 2003; Holme och Solvang, 
1997). In my case, this meant that during the process there has been a dyna-
mic relationship between the empirical analysis and the theory development. 
In practice, I started from an empirical position (a pilot study) that gave 
insights and provided questions for the theoretical foundations, which in 
turn influenced further empirical analysis. This interaction between theory 
and empirical material means that there is continual scrutiny, and constant 
progress, development and improvement.  

A dual methodological approach adds the further possibility to pose new, 
yet equally relevant, questions to the material, and therefore forcing that the 
material be analysed from yet another perspective.  
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Empirical design 
Choosing the local level as the empirical focus has many advantages com-
pared to other political levels. One reason is the fact that municipalities 
started to develop and use sustainability indicators at an early stage, com-
pared to the national level. This was important since, in order to be able to 
make comments regarding the role of indicators, the study involved the 
analysis of processes that had been on-going for some time. Furthermore, 
the local arena is particularly relevant to issues regarding the governance of 
the environment and implementing sustainable development. In a local 
setting all kinds of political ‘wants’ and ‘needs’ must be satisfied, and there is 
a never ending struggle to find compromises and solutions benefiting the 
municipality as a whole, the local industry and the citizens at the same time 
as responding to calls, demands and expectations from the national and 
European level. This challenging political reality, together with the unique 
possibility to reach and face the public in ways with which the national and 
international level cannot compete, makes municipalities an evident choice 
of analytical level. The interplay between multiple levels of governance 
becomes explicit at the local level.         

A case study approach 
In a qualitative case study it is important to be clear and transparent about 
the ‘selection criteria’ used to choose the case(s) (see Hakim, 1992; Yin, 
1994; Ragin and Becker, 1992; Gerring, 2007). In this study, Sweden is the 
chosen case, and the seven indicator systems studied are observations of that 
case. Sweden was an obvious choice because it has a reputation of being a 
pioneer in environmental politics and sustainable development policies (this 
will be further developed in the following chapter dealing with the Swedish 
context of environmental policy-making). Gerring talks about “extreme 
cases”, which means “cases that are selected because of their extreme value 
on an independent or dependent variable of interest” (2007:101) and in this 
study Sweden is seen as an extreme case because of its extreme value on 
implementing sustainability policies and number of developed sustainability 
indicators systems at all governance levels. Of all countries in the world, 
Sweden is frequently ranked among the top positions in terms of initiating 
and realizing sustainable development politics. In the comprehensive, com-
parative study made by Lafferty and Meadowcroft et al. (2000), focusing on 
the implementation of sustainable development strategies in high con-
sumption societies during the 1990s, Sweden was constantly placed in top 
positions, for example when it came to the implementation of Local Agenda 
21 or the introduction of eco-cycling as a norm, which will be further 
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discussed in chapter five. Being a forerunner in implementing sustainable 
development also implies being a forerunner in developing measurements of 
sustainability i.e. different forms of indicators. Thus, the fact that Sweden 
has a wide spectrum of indicator systems developed at different governance 
levels, described in chapter two, is logical as well as expected. Choosing an 
extreme case implies that the study of the local sustainability indicator 
systems can be made especially visible. In Sweden, sustainability indicators, 
exists on all political levels. Compared with many other countries, these 
indicators were developed at an early stage in Sweden, especially at local 
level, as was discussed in chapter two. According to Gerring (2007:105), an 
extreme-case method should be considered explorative and possible generate 
a hypothesis in the end. This study is explorative by nature with the ambition 
to contribute to theory-development regarding the issue of sustainability 
indicators role(s) in policy-making.  
 Here, the work with sustainability indicators in three pioneering muni-
cipalities will be studied and analysed in depth. In total, seven indicator 
systems have been analysed. There were more than this present in the 
municipalities, and a strategy called “criterion related selection” was used in 
order to identify the systems appropriate for study (Goetz and LeCompte, 
1984). With this selection strategy, the researcher defines a list of criteria that 
a case or observation must fulfil in order to be selected, and then identifies 
all cases matching these criteria (Merriam, 1994:62). The criteria used here 
will be discussed below. 

Usually the case study method is applied in order to construct theories, 
rather than testing theories (Eckstein, 1975:100). Here, it means that I do not 
depart from and test a well-formulated theory, but instead, I have construc-
ted a theoretical framework based on the dual research design explained 
earlier. The approach aims to explore the phenomena of sustainability indica-
tors in a Swedish (local) context. Theoretical insight will be drawn from the 
empirical analysis, like in a “grounded theory” approach (Strauss, 1987; 
Merriam, 1994:153).            

Identifying the observations 
To start off the work, five municipalities were chosen from a project carried 
out by the former Swedish Association of Local Authorities (SALA) in 1999. 
The SALA-project aimed to map and describe the extent of the work that 
had been done with environmental and sustainable development follow-up 
measures in 25 Swedish municipalities, which were all seen as quite pro-
gressive in terms of their environmental work. The five municipalities were 
chosen because they had worked with different forms of indicators relating 
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to sustainable development during some years27. This was an important 
criterion, as the research questions required municipalities that had worked at 
some length with forms of indicators relating to sustainable development. 
They were seen as “best observations” in terms of offering a solid ground 
for research, as they had something to show in the matter, namely “defined” 
and politically approved indicator systems in use.    

Pilot interviews were carried out with nine public officers in the five 
municipalities in order to better understand the work surrounding the indica-
tor systems and provide a basis for the more specific research questions. The 
ambition from the beginning was to find relevant sustainability indicator 
systems in two or three of the five municipalities that could serve as obser-
vations for the study. When it was discovered that, in practice, there was 
more than one such indicator set in each of the municipality, I realized that it 
would be interesting to compare differences and similarities in how those 
indicators, functioning in the same local political context, were understood 
and interpreted by the politicians and officers. 

It became clear from the pilot interviews that the indicator systems in two 
of the municipalities, namely Falun and Luleå, were no longer of interest for 
the study. It turned out that either the systems were no longer in use or they 
were simply too pure in their technical nature, with no clear reference to the 
concept of sustainable development. The link to the local sustainable deve-
lopment work was an important criterion since the overall research question 
sought answers to the role of indicators in governance of sustainable deve-
lopment. For this study, the relevant criterion for the indicator systems to be 
selected was, first, that the system had to be part of the municipality’s overall 
work with sustainable development in an explicit way, and second, that they 
were politically approved. Apart from that, they could be of very different 
nature, as was also the case in the end. The final three municipalities and 
indicator systems chosen were: Stockholm with the three systems; the 
Agenda 21 indicators, the Environmental programme indicators and the 
European Common Indicators (ECIs), Växjö with two systems; the Agenda 
21 indicators and the ecoBudget indicators and Sundsvall with two systems; 
the Life Environmental Balance Sheets indicators and the Welfare and Public 
health indicator set. These seven selected indicator systems seemed to be 
more or less linked to, or part of, a “local sustainable development agenda” 
and on paper they all seemed to represent different types of systems ranging 
from “participatory” to “efficiency” discourses. My intention though is to 
find out their actual driving forces and representation, despite what they are 
called. How are they interpreted in practice? We all know that theory may 
not always correspond to practice.    
 

                                                      
27 The municipalities were: Växjö, Stockholm, Falun, Sundsvall and Luleå.  
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In Stockholm, the Agenda 21 indicators and the European Common Indica-
tors were naturally linked (in theory) to a sustainability dimension, but so 
were the Environmental programme indicators. Despite their name, they had 
been developed as part of the city’s strategy to reach sustainable develop-
ment in Stockholm. The same argument was valid for the Sundsvall sets, 
where the Life Environmental Balance Sheets (LEBS) were aimed to deal 
with local sustainability issues, and the Welfare and Public health indicators 
were included in the Life Environmental Balance Sheets from the year 2002. 
This indicates that politicians in Sundsvall saw a relation between health 
problems and the social dimension of sustainable development, which is 
particularly interesting to study, since the social dimension often seems to be 
left out in sustainable development definitions in practice. Social indicators 
have also been criticised for not representing the phenomenon they intend to 
indicate and not adequately being used as means of communication between 
citizens and policy makers (Hanberger 1997:11). In Sweden, Sundsvall was 
indeed the fist municipality to link public health work to the overall work 
with sustainability issues. This attempt to widen the sustainable development 
agenda, and using indicators as a “bridge” and gate opener to the local 
sustainability discourse, was an additional reason for choosing the Welfare 
and Public health indicators in Sundsvall. Regarding the balance sheets I 
have included the five sheets produced between 2000 and 2004 in the 
analysis in order to capture their change in approach made in 2002.  

The ecoBudget indicators in Växjö immediately presented themselves as 
relevant because of their experimental character. Växjö was chosen by the 
Local Governments for Sustainability (ICLEI)28, together with four other 
European municipalities, to test out the ecoBudget indicators during a three 
year period. Similarly, in Stockholm, the Agenda 21 indicator set was an 
obvious choice as it responded to the call in Agenda 21 to develop sustain-
ability indicators at local level. To make the study manageable the number of 
observations, i.e. indicator systems was restricted to seven, distributed 
among three municipalities. 

All the seven systems claim to be part of the local sustainable develop-
ment work, which is the reason why they are referred to as sustainability 
indicators throughout the texts.  

Conducting interviews 
Employing the method of semi-structured interviews with politicians and 
officers provided many benefits over simply collecting data from texts and 
 

                                                      
28 ICLEI stands for International Council for Local Initiatives, which was the previous name 
of Local Governments for Sustainability.   
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surveys.  Using an informal interview process and encouraging open dialogue 
was beneficial because it left room for spontaneous ideas or thoughts.  
Those interviewed had the opportunity to ask questions and respond in a 
more extensive way than if closed-ended questions had been used. One 
result of this approach was that the interviewees sometimes expressed 
personal opinions about colleagues in the organisation and disappointments 
about decisions taken. Even though this type of information may not be 
directly relevant for the study, it provided me, as a researcher, with a better 
understanding of certain situations and relations. Some of the interviewees 
explicitly asked to be anonymous in the text, thus all citations and references 
made are coded.      

According to King, Keohane and Verba (1994:23) it is essential to report 
with as much detail as possible the process of how the data for the study was 
generated. By describing the process of data collection, there is increased 
transparency of the analysis, which in turn improves the understanding of 
the data and the analysis. The politicians and officers interviewed did not 
have access to the questions beforehand, but the themes of the interview 
were explained on a general level. I believe that handing out the questions in 
advance could have resulted in overly-structured and formalized responses, 
which could have limited the information collected. Handing out interview 
questions can, on the one hand, be a positive, since this may make the 
interviewee feel more prepared. If they believe that the information they 
have to offer is of interest, they are likely to feel more secure and relaxed 
during the interview29. On the other hand, I agree with Kent’s argument 
(2000:82) that there is also a risk that they may “lock” themselves (not neces-
sary consciously) into certain explanations and answers that they believe are 
what I expect to hear, rather than truly providing their own thoughts and 
reflections; such pre-designed responses could invalidate the analysis.  

The work towards sustainable development often concerns the whole 
local authority30. Sometimes the formal responsibility for the indicators is 
placed in the centre of the organisation (the executive board office or 
equivalent body) rather than in the environmental boards, which by tradition 
is the responsible body for environment related work. Therefore, I have 
chosen to interview some central politicians in the city councils, in addition 
to chosen politicians in the environmental boards. In a few cases I have 
made interviews with politicians outside these forums because they have 
 

                                                      
29 On a couple of occasions I more or less “persuaded” the person to meet up for an inter-
view, as her/his own argument was that she/he does not possess any knowledge of value for 
me, even though I identified her/him to be a key person. 
30 The municipalities are required by law to include environmental concerns into all their 
activities (Government of Sweden 1990/91:90).  
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been involved in the work with indicators for different reasons. Turning to 
the officers and practitioners, I have targeted the key-persons involved 
directly in the work, which usually are based at the local environmental unit 
in the administration or other relevant units within the local authority. In 
Stockholm a few interviews have been carried out with Agenda 21 coordina-
tors at the city district level, since they were involved in developing the 
Agenda 21 indicators. The public has not been included in the study because 
my point of departure was the work carried out in the local organisation 
surrounding the indicator initiatives. Since indicators are seen as political 
tools in the work towards sustainability, my focus is on those making politics 
(in the formal sense), namely politicians and officers. However, if the aim 
had been to analyse the effects of different forms of indicator initiatives, i.e. 
whether they lead to a change, it would have been necessary to include other 
stakeholders and local citizens in the study.  

To select the interviewees, key actors were identified among the public 
officers and politicians central to the processes of initiating the local indi-
cator projects. Those persons, in turn, identified other colleagues that had 
been involved in the work. Often two or more persons identified the same 
colleague, which increased the credibility of that person as an actor of 
interest for the study. In total, 52 personal interviews were conducted. They 
are all listed in the reference list. 

The interviews were recorded on tape or disc and transcribed in a very 
exact manner in order to conduct the discourse contextualisation. All inter-
viewees received a copy of his/hers interview transcript and were offered the 
opportunity to edit it. Most of them, however, were not interested in editing 
their responses; a few of them returned the copy with minor suggestions to 
change the spoken language into more proper written language. In these 
cases, I decided to keep the original language because it provided a better 
understanding of the context. The changes that were included in the final 
transcripts include spelling errors of names or facts that were mis-recorded 
(such as numbers, measure units or titles). The interviews were conducted in 
Swedish, and all of the citations used for the analysis were translated into 
English, even though that produces a risk of adding one more interpretative 
filter to the text (i.e. the translation). Of course, effort was made to translate 
as closely as possible from the original wording in Swedish. Sometimes, 
when a word was impossible to translate and maintain its essence and 
meaning in its particular discursive context, I kept the original Swedish word 
in the citation. All interviews were coded according to a numerical scheme, 
and coded numbers are used in the text as references to the citations (the 
questions can be found in Appendix I and II). 

The interviews were carried out over a three year period (between spring 
2001 and spring 2004), which necessarily limits the analysis to the processes 
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and events taken place before 2004. Thus, the study covers the work with 
the selected indicator systems that took place from around 1990 to 2004.  

Identifying the questions 
As mentioned earlier, research on sustainability indicators has not been 
focused on the role of indicators in practice at the local level. The overall 
research question of whether the indicators are driven by expert and 
efficiency claims or transparency and participatory claims was identified in 
order to provide new research to the field.  This overall question was further 
broken down into sub-questions which were identified as a result of the pilot 
interviews made in five municipalities (as described earlier). Through these 
pilot interviews I could identify and categorize certain subjects, concepts and 
questions into new analytical groups which served as starting points for an 
improved and revised interview manual, used in the main investigation. 
From the initial pilot interviews I realised that the role of the indicators was a 
complex matter to define, since it became obvious that both the contextual 
factors and the interviewees’ definitions of the indicators varied substantially. 
Therefore, the analysis is divided into two parts: first, mapping the context, 
which is done with the help of institutional analysis, and second, finding out 
how they are understood, which is done with both institutional and discur-
sively inspired readings of the material. Since the study is of an investigative 
and explorative character, the questions are in focus and the methods chosen 
are determined by the type of question.   

Other sources 
Besides interviews and documents from the local authority (protocols, 
brochures and internal reports), official documents from the EU, the UN the 
OECD and the Swedish government were used in the analysis. In addition, 
the material included official statistics from Statistics Sweden and informa-
tion from official web pages, mainly from the international organisations 
mentioned above, but also from research institutes and municipal organisa-
tions like the Swedish Ekokommuner and the Swedish Association for Local 
Authorities and Regions. All web based addresses are listed in the reference 
list. 

Even though the primary source for the data was the interviews, other 
documents and texts also played an important role in the end. Local 
documents, such as board meeting protocols and strategies, served several 
purposes. First they contextualise the interviews by providing additional and 
complementary information; and second, they served to verify or invalidate 
information from the interviews. Documents are important ingredients for 
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the analysis, because they complement the material derived from the 
interviews. Depending on their overall design, essential information about 
how the indicators are understood and what they represent to the ones 
responsible for the content in the documents are revealed. The number of 
documents used in the analyses varies considerably between the seven 
systems, simply because the existing relevant documents that are printed by 
the local authority vary among them. Nevertheless, since I consider the 
interviews as the main empirical source of information, the asymmetry in the 
observations resulting from the document analysis does not pose a problem 
for the overall analysis.        

Epistemological base 
In a study of this type, it is of fundamental importance that the epistemolo-
gical and ontological starting points are made clear (Wenneberg, 2001; Öst-
man and Säfström, 1999; Flyvbjerg, 2001). Social constructivism offers an 
alternative to the traditional realist and positivistic norms of how science 
should be perceived and conducted, but it is especially important to see it as 
an approach or methodology, rather than an analytical framework. Since 
social constructivism does not, in itself, enable statements to be made about, 
for example the exercise of power, legitimation or rationalization, it needs to 
be placed within an analytical framework. This framework, in turn, 
conceptualises issues such as power, interests or incentives (Rydin 2003:18).    

The starting point in this study is founded in a social constructivist 
approach. This means, firstly, that I view indicators as social constructions 
and that their representation depends on their context. There are no objec-
tive measures; instead they are loaded with values and choices, implicit or 
explicit ones. Secondly, policy making and politics should be seen as context 
dependent upon different discourses of reality. This does not mean that 
there is no room for pragmatism in politics. On the contrary, politics and 
policy making is strongly influenced by pragmatic solutions and trust in, for 
example, science as fact-providing. This is how it works in practice, but 
believing in constructivism (when carrying out research) means being inte-
rested in problematising and questioning what is taken for given and realising 
that there are always other “truths” and different interpretations and 
solutions offered for problems and issues. At least this is how I interpret 
social constructivism.  

According to Wenneberg (2001), social constructivism can be divided 
into four positions, ranging from not very radical to radical. Those are: the 
critical, the social, the theory of knowledge (the epistemological), and the 
ontological position. The critical position focuses on the principle of not 
accepting the ‘naturalness’ of social phenomena; that is, not accepting that 
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they have always been the same, that they cannot be different and that they 
are not created by humans. For more than thirty years, researchers have 
questioned the traditional worldview based on the rational objectivity that 
has influenced science and hence scientific measurements. Accordingly, this 
first position is not very problematic or radical to apply in social science 
research. With this position I can argue for a rejection of the position that 
indicators should be seen as value-free and objective data. I agree with 
Wenneberg when he argues that this critical position to describe the society 
will be followed by questions concerning theoretical underpinnings that can 
explain the structure and function of the social reality and its concrete 
phenomena. Therefore, the second position focuses on different theoretical 
explanations of how the social reality and concrete social occurrences are 
structured and how they function. The main difference between the first and 
the second position is that position number one criticises the epistemological 
norm of the society but does not claim to deliver any explanations to the 
proposed alternative. The second position tries to fill this analytical gap by 
adding theoretical explanations based on the role of actors and their inter-
pretation of social phenomenon. Together these two (still not very radical) 
positions can be said to compose a sociological theory of how society might 
be understood.  

But is it possible to take on these positions without discussing the notion 
of knowledge? The third position puts forward a theory of knowledge, pro-
posing that knowledge of reality is exclusively determined by social factors. 
Is, then, reality itself a social construction generated from the knowledge we 
believe reality is constituted of? Wenneberg (2001:98) divides knowledge into 
two parallel lanes, first the general knowledge of society that can be said to 
be socially constructed, and second, scientific knowledge about nature, which 
is not socially constructed. By arguing in this way, it is possible to separate 
the view on nature from the view on society – it is possible to circumvent 
the total relativism that is a consequence of arguing that no separation 
between ‘realities’ can be made because reality is understood by subjective 
values and interpretations, i.e. constructions. From here, it does not take 
much to dive into a deep philosophical and ontological fourth position. 
Wenneberg argues that there are two primary ontological starting points: 
realism or idealism. The realists’ claim that reality consists of substance that 
exists independent of our knowledge of it. Reality consists of a physical 
platform, which means that the world actually existed before humans entered 
it and could perceive it. In opposition to this worldview, the idealists argue 
that reality is created through our perceptions. Hence, reality only exists if we 
believe in its existence. The difference from position number three is the 
added view that it is no longer just the knowledge of reality which is a con-
struction, but also the reality itself.  
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So, how should Wennebergs social constructivist ladder of positions be 
applied to this research problem and study? As I argued above, the first two 
positions fit my approach to indicators, in general, since my interest in the 
field derives from a quite critical view on how scientific measurements such 
as indicators are used in a non-critical way. The analytical problems start with 
the discussion about the division between ‘physical nature’ and ‘social 
reality’. Sustainability indicators can be positioned somewhere in-between, as 
they are applicable to the physical environment but created and shaped 
within a social reality. I argue that sustainability indicators can be viewed as a 
social construction, since they both try to deliver a fair picture of the sustain-
able state and also the interests of relevant actors. In this case, it could be 
that, to politicians and policy-makers, sustainability indicators are seen as 
manifests for a green image as well as a way of fulfilling the assignment from 
the government to assess the local ecological performance. For others, the 
indicators may be seen as a democratic experiment that allows citizens to 
participate and raise their voices in policy-making. Therefore, it is possible to 
argue that in the end the indicators actually represent a result of social 
negotiations between different actors, rather than just a fair and ‘objective’ 
picture of how to measure the sustainable state of a municipality.  

If nature only ‘exists’ as a social construction, then what function do 
sustainability indicators have? In this case, the sustainable state is impossible 
to reach because the physical environment is a relative term, defined in 
different ways in different settings and by different people. One way to 
handle this ‘objectivity’ problem is to use the same argument as Wenneberg 
when he discusses the possibility of separating the understanding of know-
ledge. In practice this means that a social constructivist perspective may be 
useful when applied to social reality, but not to nature. Wenneberg further 
argues that, in the end, science will be given the role of defining reality by 
defining nature.  

Because of this philosophical problem concerning various views of 
knowledge, a study of sustainability indicators from a social constructivist 
perspective is most needed, relevant and interesting. Social constructivism 
completely rejects the definition of indicators as value free objective 
measurements that, in an objective way, describe the state of something. It 
follows from a social constructivist approach that indicators are viewed as 
constructions of values, and not as objective measurements of a certain state. 
The more traditional way of seeing indicators as value free measurements 
derives from the positivistic scientific discourse which generally sees statistics 
as measurements of objectivity and therefore important instruments for 
gaining knowledge. By deconstructing underlying principles of the indicator 
discourse, their function and role can be understood in new ways.  
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To sum up, I argue that sustainability indicators should be seen as social 
constructions of their context and the physical environment. My starting 
point is that sustainability indicators express certain values that, over time 
and space, represent different interests; in other words, they express a 
‘situated knowledge’ (Haraway, 1988:575). Situated knowledge is linked to 
the concept of ‘strong objectivity’, which focuses on reflexivity and the fact 
that the researcher him- or herself is part of the knowledge produced by the 
research (Harding, 1997:388). As knowledge is spatially, time and context 
dependent, it has a dynamic character and is therefore constantly repro-
duced. The societal discourses comprise sets of norms and values as well as 
everyday routines and appropriate patterns of behaviour and these dimen-
sions have to be expressed through: spoken language and written text, 
words, numbers, images and diagrams. In this study, all such expressions are 
regarded as social constructions, reflecting their social and cultural context.  

Conducting qualitative analyses 
Choosing a qualitative approach means working hard to present reasonable 
interpretations of the material and analysis. Sometimes, reaching understand-
ing is contrasted to reaching explanations when discussing research design 
and methodological choices. I do not see the point in separating the terms, 
since reaching explanations always implies reaching understanding first. 
Furthermore, both concepts are the building blocks of what, in the end, 
becomes an interpretation (Ricoeur 1986). However, I can think of cases 
where no explanations have been found, but an increased understanding of 
the phenomena is reached through research. In an interpretative study it is 
necessary to reflect upon the knowledge constantly produced during the 
analytical process. In practice this means that there is no such thing as 
collecting knowledge from externally; instead knowledge is gradually shaped 
during the research process (Kvale, 1997; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000; 
Thomsson, 2002). Since knowledge is always situated and context specific a 
researcher’s role is to provide his/her thoughts, views and opinions of the 
issue, with the aim of incorporating new “knowledge” into the scientific field 
and, thus, broadening and extending its interpretative frame.  

Following the logics of interpretation means that the study never can be 
assessed according to a strict reliability criterion, implying that different 
researchers can reach the same conclusions and results from the very same 
data. The person who conducts the interviews has a unique understanding of 
contextual factors, such as the setting and atmosphere of the interview, 
which is included in the interpretation. As stated previously, one benefit of 
using open ended questions (as opposed to use a questionnaire) is that it 
gives the interviewee a chance to explain responses and develop ideas as the 
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dialogue evolves. To improve the reliability of the data by comparing the 
data and analyses of several researchers, as suggested by Silverman 
(2001:231) and others, is simply not possible, since interpretations of a text 
always imply individual reading, even though some interpretations may seem 
more probable and apparent than others. What has been done in this case, in 
order to make the qualitative study more ‘scientific sound’ is to tape record 
the interviews, transcribe them as accurately as possible (using the exact 
wording used by the interviewee), and be transparent throughout the 
process, both regarding the material used and also the theoretical founda-
tions and methodological choices.  

Turning to the criterion of validity in qualitative research, both Cherry-
holmes (1988) and Kvale (1997) argue that validation is dependent on the 
researcher’s ability to control, question and theoretically interpret his/hers 
results and conclusions. In their view, a study is valid when the outlined 
relationship between concepts and arguments are persuasive to the reader. 
Also it is important that the researcher remain self reflectivive and critical 
towards the analysis, and be clear about the scientific theoretical starting 
points, aim of the study and methodological foundations (Thomsson, 
2002:32). The transparency of the analysis is improved through the frequent 
use of citations (Bergström and Boréus, 2000:260). In order to increase the 
‘internal validity’ (see, for example, Denzin and Lincoln, 2000; Merriam, 
1994; Walker, 1980; and Lincoln and Guba, 1985), it is wise to use several 
different sources of information and/or methods, so called triangulation. 
Here, I have used interviews as the prime source, but when possible I have 
compared the information from the interviews with written sources, such as 
internal protocols and documents, in order to validate the information from 
the interviewee. In other words, independent of scientific tradition and 
ontological position, a study with well grounded results is more valid, and is 
therefore more resistant to critical review.  

Since the primary aim of this study is to analyse the potential of sustain-
ability indicators as policy and political means, there is both an empirical 
ambition to analyse how indicators are developed and interpreted in practice 
at the local level, and the aim to provide a platform for developing theories 
about the role of indicators. When the analysis is built on interpretations, 
how do I know that my interpretation is fair and transparent? Thomsson 
(2002:34) provides a useful list of what a “good” interpretation should 
constitute. First, she argues that the interpretation should provide a new 
perspective to its discourse. Furthermore, the interpretative pattern should 
be logical, easy to understand, and contain no contradictions. And finally, the 
researcher’s point of departure, theoretical perspective, ontological positions 
and previous knowledge must be made transparent and accessible to the 
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reader. My ambition is to fulfil each of these criteria, the last of which has 
been the aim of this chapter.  

Capturing institutional arrangements 
In the previous chapter I explained Rydin’s theory of institutional arrange-
ments. The dual theoretical approach of combining institutional and 
discourse perspectives naturally implies methodological considerations as 
well. This study should be seen as explorative in terms of searching answers 
to new questions that have not previously been posed in this way. My 
intention is that the questions are the focus, not the methods used. I have 
used two different methodologies to tackle the research question. Since the 
specified questions are of both a descriptive as well as more analytical nature, 
and therefore serve different purposes in the analysis, they demand different 
methodological approaches. The questions related to the mapping phase of 
the analysis have been examined through an institutional perspective. Here, 
the governing arrangements, including the administrative context and the 
involved stakeholders, are described. This information is necessary as a 
background to the analysis, which puts the indicators in the spotlight. Here, 
the politicians’ and the public officers’ verbal and written understanding of 
the indicators is the focus. I have sought inspiration from policy discourse 
analysts such as Carol Bacchi and John Dryzek. Their reasoning about 
problematising and environmental discourses has guided my approach, and I 
use and mix analytical elements from their works. The two approaches of 
“governing structures” and “indicators representation” are thus combined to 
investigate the role(s) of the indicators in the local political context.      

A core value in the post-structural critique of modernity and positivistic 
methods is the notion of representation, and discourses can reveal ideas of 
representations. The very idea of representation is captured by Bacchi in her 
“what’s the problem?” approach, as explained further in the theoretical chap-
ter. A social constructivist approach to sustainability indicators means that 
they are understood as representing values and interests. They communicate 
certain information about issues, and therefore they construct certain 
knowledge about the issues. Hence, when analysing the role of sustainability 
indicators a “what’s the problem methodology”, which focuses on the 
questions rather than the methods, will be most useful for the analysis. Next 
to Bacchi, I have drawn on John Dryzek’s policy discourse methods in order 
to find inspiration for my own approach. As discussed in the theoretical 
chapter, my focus is on Dryzek’s sustainability discourse, which incorporates 
the discourse of Agenda 12 as well as the ecological modernisation discourse.   



 

 85 

Inspired by discourse analysis 
Discourse analysis is not one single method but should be seen as a perspec-
tive with different methods associated with it, depending on the chosen type 
of and aim of the analysis (Widerberg 2002:158). Approaching the language 
and its meanings can be done in many ways, from a pure linguistic perspec-
tive to that of the post-structuralists Jacques Derrida (Derrida and Caputo, 
1997) and Michael Foucault (1989), to the theory of communication within 
the modernity discourse developed by Habermas (1984, 1987) or the more 
pragmatic, policy-relevant perspectives (see Rydin, 2003; Hajer, 1995; 
Dryzek, 1997). It is seldom that concrete suggestions or directives of how to 
approach the empirical material appears in the discourse analysis literature. 
As argued by Nylén, it seems that one point of discourse analysis is to 
develop the directives and starting points for the study during the examina-
tion of the study (Nylén 2005:43).  

An important element in many discourse analyses is the use of metaphors 
and how they could be interpreted. However, I realised at an early stage in 
the research process that it would be difficult to build the analysis on 
metaphors, since the interviewees very seldom used metaphors. This may be 
due to a general lack of metaphors in the Swedish language, or it may be rela-
ted to the fact that the interviewees, being politicians and officers, deal with 
politics and policy making in a pragmatic way, and this may influence how 
they express themselves. As a consequence, the discursive elements that are 
defined in the analysis, exclude metaphors as a single element but neverthe-
less, metaphors may still appear in the illustration of the chosen elements 
(problem representation, legitimacy, ownership, actors’ incentives and 
democratic ideal promoted).  

Summing up and bridging to the empirical analyses 
This is a single case-study with seven observations examined more in depth, 
designed to explore the role(s) of sustainability indicators in the local political 
context. There will be no theory testing; instead the explorative approach 
aims to generate theories or hypotheses, which means that the questions 
posed are in focus. This means that the methods are dependent upon the 
questions, in other words it is the nature of the question that determines 
whether it can be answered through an institutional analysis alone, or if a 
discourse perspective needs to be added. The dual methodology aims to put 
the sustainability indicators studied in a context that contains institutional 
factors as well as discursive elements. It is expected that mixing the two 
methodological approaches will enrich the analysis and provide new empi-
rical knowledge as well as theoretical insights about the role of sustainability 
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indicators in politics. Having said this, it is now time to move from framing 
the design conceptually and methodologically, to the empirical analysis as 
such. But before the local indicator systems are presented, the next chapter 
will provide a description of Sweden as an environmental pioneer, with a 
focus on the build up of the environmental administration and the govern-
ment’s positions in sustainable development politics between the end of the 
1980s and early 2000s. Naturally, what is decided at national level influences 
the work at the local level to various degrees. Therefore it is important to 
map and understand relevant parts of the national context and initiatives 
taken by the government that relate to sustainable development and 
indicators, in order to contextualise the municipal work.   
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Chapter 5 
 

The Swedish environmental policy context 

In the previous chapter I made a case for why Sweden is the most relevant 
and interesting case for this study of local sustainability indicator systems. It 
is one of the most successful countries in Europe (and in the world) when it 
comes to promoting and implementing sustainable development politics at 
national level which naturally has effects on the work at regional and local 
level as well (see Lafferty and Meadowcroft 2000; Demmke, 1997; Tallberg, 
2002; Skou Andersen and Liefferink, 1997). In a European perspective the 
implementation rate of EU directives and policies is traditionally high in 
Sweden. Tallberg explains this is an effect of the Swedish practice to only 
engage in arrangements and sign agreements that have a high likelihood of 
successful implementation (2002:65). Loyalty, seriousness and professio-
nalism are highly valued attributes in the Swedish policy-making context. 
Regarding environmental politics, Sweden has been in the fore-front for 
several decades. Naturally, the national visions, standpoints and priorities are 
also important to the municipalities. The conditions and requirements for 
the local work are to a certain degree shaped by the rhetoric used and action 
taken by the central government. The “Swedish sustainability discourse(s)” is 
defined through the government’s understanding and definition of environ-
mental politics.  

This national understanding of environmental politics and sustainable 
development is, therefore, important to describe and discuss. Accordingly, 
this chapter seeks to answer two questions: first, what national policy back-
ground is relevant to know about in order to increase understanding of the 
work with sustainability indicators at local level; and second, what is the local 
policy background in the three municipalities relevant to increase the under-
standing of the local context of the indicator systems? The chapter is divided 
into two parts, each dealing with one of the two above questions. The first 
discusses relevant parts of the Swedish national policy context, and the 
second provides a background of the municipalities studied. Thus, the 
chapter frames the case of Sweden and provides a platform for the analysis 
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of local indicator systems presented in the following chapters. It should be 
seen primarily as a background chapter that highlights important aspects of 
the Swedish environmental record and introduces the basic contextual politi-
cal structures in the three municipalities.  

The political platform for environmental governance 
Sweden has traditionally been seen as one of the most developed welfare 
states in the world, constantly ranked among the top countries on issues 
such as poverty, education and unemployment (World Bank and OECD 
annual reviews, 1990, 2005). The Social Democrats have been in power since 
the 1930s, except for some years in the mid 1970s and the beginning of the 
1990s31. Between 1945 and 2002 they were voted into Parliament  with a 
mean number of votes of up to 44,2 %, which was more than twice as much 
as the second largest party, the Moderates (the conservatives) during the 
same period (Aylott, 2005:59). Basically Swedish party politics is divided into 
two informal blocs. First there is the “socialist bloc” containing the Social 
Democrats, the Left Party and the Greens. Second there is the “non-socialist 
bloc” containing the Moderates, the agrarian based Centre Party, the Liberals 
and the Christian Democrats32. During their nearly 70 year period of political 
power, the Social Democrats have promoted equality and fairness in distri-
buting welfare through the famous “Swedish model”. The transformation of 
Sweden into what is called the “People’s home” (Folkhemmet) as a part of the 
Swedish model is probably one of the most influential political programmes 
implemented in the post-world war era in the western world. The ‘People’s 
home’ is a vision of equality, mutual understanding, cooperation and concern 
for others, and the idea was to replace the class divided society with a society 
for everyone at equal terms. To make this reality, ambitious welfare 
programmes were developed by the Social Democrats in the 1940s-1950s. 
From the 1960s and onwards the public administration was rapidly built up 
to be able to manage these programmes. From the beginning the 
administration was kept quite independent from the government and it was 
divided into different sectors covering different areas and issues (Rothstein, 
 

                                                      
31 In the election in 2006 the Social Democrats lost their power to the “bourgeois” bloc for 
the third time, and are now in opposition (the minority). 
32 During the last 15 years, three new parties have been developed and have challenged the 
traditional seven party structure at the national level. The include: the New Democracy, which 
managed to be represented in the Parliament in 1991; the June List, which managed to be 
represented in the European Parliament in the 2004 election; and the Feminist Initiative, 
which did not manage to get seats in the Parliament in the 2006 national election (see Bolin 
2007 for an interesting analysis of institutional impact of the entrance of new parties to natio-
nal Parliaments). 
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1997). The idea of dividing the responsibilities between the political levels 
followed the expansion of the public administration, and today there are 
three political levels that share the responsibility of delivering welfare: the 
national level, the regional level (counties) and the local level. Though, the 
majority of public services are the responsibility of the county level, via the 
21 county councils, and the local level, via the 290 municipalities. These two 
sub-national levels have a considerable degree of autonomy and solid 
economic resources since they have the power to levy taxes through the 
“local tax”, which usually is around 30 percent of the citizens’ income 
(Erlander and Montin, 1989:127).  

During the 1970s, both exogenous and endogenous factors pressured the 
Swedish government in a severe way. Because of the rise of the globalisation 
issue, the increased power of international corporations and the growing 
importance of the EU (then EC) the national welfare model faced big 
challenges. Public administration was accused of operating slowly and ineffi-
ciently compared to the private sector (Ehn et al., 2003). Citizens began to 
feel alienated from politics and policy, and the lack of transparency in the 
administration resulted in calls to reform the public administration (Prem-
fors, 2003; Montin, 2004). In the 1970s and 80s the New Public Management 
(NPM) approach, with its market oriented idea of governing, was seen as a 
facilitator in creating a more efficient state. Focus was put on strengthening 
the link between competition and efficiency, work related goals were deve-
loped and measured, and a shift from politics to management occurred (e.g. 
‘chiefs’ became ‘coaches’, and it became more common to measure the 
effects of a policy, rather than evaluating the processes) (Montin, 2004:113). 
The idea was that NPM could help overcome the increased gap between 
citizens and politicians by providing more efficient and smooth processes. 
According to Lundqvist, (1997:57) the ‘managerial’ approach to the environ-
ment in policy making could be traced back to the end of the 1960s, when 
the environment became its own “sector” within public administration with 
the mandate to protect the environmental “interests” against other sectors. 
“Protection” was then a euphemism for “cleaning up” from other sectors 
(ibid). This was long before sustainable development entered politics and, 
consequently, the environment was seen as an external factor to societal 
progress. Environmental problems were to be solved within its discourse; 
the result became a “departmentalism” of public administration. Lundqvist 
further argues that the institutional capacity that was built up in Sweden in 
the 1960s (at the national, regional and local level) to meet the environmental 
challenge was state-centric and relied heavily on expert knowledge and 
scientists. 

This is in line with the argument put forward by Bäck and Larsson 
(2006), who say that the orientation towards more market influenced 
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governance, via the NPM discourse, became a failure in democratic terms 
since it did not really answer the call for more democracy and citizen 
participation. Rather, it became a sole shift towards more management, since 
there were no signs of increased democracy, only increased efficiency. Much 
of the core values of the NPM discourse, like competition and freedom of 
choice, clashed with some of the core concepts and values of the traditional 
Swedish welfare model which emphasised equal treatment, redistribution and 
public provision (Lidström, 2003; Rothstein and Steinmo, 2002). 

In the 1980s “new” values and political priorities were articulated by the 
Swedish citizens, and issues such as environment, equality between sexes, 
anti-racism, and individualism became ranked as increasingly important. 
Citizens also started to raise new demands on political influence and partici-
pation (Inglehart and Welzel, 2005). The shift in values towards more post- 
modern ideals faced the traditional political structure in Sweden, as well as in 
other countries (Inglehart, 1997). Today the political focus in Sweden also 
concerns the conflicts between centre and periphery (not only within Sweden 
but also the Brussels – Stockholm dimension), as well as between materialists 
and post-materialists views and, not least, the tension between growth and 
ecology.  

While the left-right dimension covers issues regarding the distribution of 
welfare between different sectors of society and groups of citizens, the 
growth-ecology dimension concerns the level and type of welfare (Vedung 
and Klefbom, 2002; Bennulf, 1999). On the extreme end of the ‘growth’ side 
of the dimension, there is great confidence in economic growth, large-scale 
technology, centralisation, and nuclear power (Friman, 2002). The ‘ecolo-
gical’ pole stands for small-scale societies in harmony with nature, repopu-
lation of the countryside, decentralisation, and renewable sources of energy 
(Lundmark, 1998; Forsberg, 2002).    

The referendum in 1980 on the potential of a dismantling and phasing 
out of nuclear power spurred the environmental debate even further. It led 
to the decision that all nuclear power would be phased out by the year 2010, 
although it is clear today that this will not happen. Since the beginning of the 
1980s, the issue of nuclear power has, from time to time, cropped up in the 
debate. In recent years, political interest in this topic has increased again 
because of the climate change issue33. One effect of the referendum on 
nuclear energy was the formation of the new Green Party of Sweden in 1981. 
However, the first local green party had already formed in southern Sweden 
by 1972, which implies that green ideas were already represented in several 
 

                                                      
33 The “pro nuclear power” lobby argues that, because the climate change forces us to limit 
the CO2 emissions, nuclear power is a good alternative, since the emissions of CO2 are mini-
mal compared to other energy suppliers.  
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local councils almost a decade earlier (Vedung, 1991). In 1988, the Green 
Party succeeded in winning representation in the Parliament. Thus, the 
traditional five-party structure was broken and a new political situation 
became reality. Three out of the seven parties could be located on the 
ecological side of the continuum: the Green Party, the Centre Party and the 
Left Party (Vedung, 1991). Hence, ecological concerns among citizen and 
political parties had grown during the 1980s and established a political plat-
form “prepared” for the introduction of the concept of sustainable develop-
ment on the political arena. This was also the decade when the environ-
mental issue became a “serious” and important political issue at the national 
level. Both the conservative and social democratic lead governments were 
clear about prioritising the environmental issue. However, they tackled it 
with different means and instruments.    

Between 1987 (when the Brundtland report was launched) and 2000, the 
Swedish government presented several bills and communications concerning 
environmental and sustainable development politics to the Parliament. These 
bills and communications represent the government’s standpoints in the 
issue and are therefore interesting to examine more closely. What is articu-
lated and argued for in political terms at the national level naturally influen-
ces politics also at the local level. The degree of influence probably differs 
between municipalities, depending on local settings and issues, and my aim is 
not to determine a relation between what is said at the national level and 
what is said and done at the local level in the three investigated municipal-
lities. It is enough to know that the political levels in Sweden (including the 
EU level) are interrelated in most ways, despite the tradition of strong self-
governing local entities, i.e. municipalities (see, for example, Blomgren and 
Bergman, 2005; Bryder et al., 2004). Despite their self-governing role in 
relation to the government, they still cannot (and probably do not want to) 
de-attach themselves from the national “sustainability agenda(s)” completely. 
Therefore it is reasonable to argue that national politics conditions and 
frames much of the local agenda.  

In order to obtain an understanding of the national standpoints in the 
environmental and sustainability political arena from the end of the 1980s 
until 2000, four important bills from the government will be analysed. 
Among the many official documents delivered by the government during 
this period, these four were picked because they present comprehensive 
views of Swedish environmental politics in different years. The first two 
concentrate on the government’s whole approach to the issue, while the last 
two focuses on the national goals, which are supposed to symbolise the 
“road chosen” by the government. The aim is to illustrate how environ-
mental politics and sustainable development, in broad terms, are understood 
by the government, and what is put forward as important and prioritised in 
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the work towards an environmental friendly state and a future ‘Sustainable 
Sweden’. The work at the local level concerning sustainable development and 
related indicators between the end of the 1990s and onwards should thus be 
understood examined in relation to the environmental and sustainable deve-
lopment political signals sent from the national level to other political levels 
before and during that period of time.   

The government’s position(s) in the issue 
The bill entitled, “Environmental policy for the 1990s” (1987/88:85)34, 
clearly came as an answer to the growing environmental debate during the 
1980s. Also in 1987, a new Ministry of Energy and Environment was estab-
lished (the first ministry in Sweden to be solely responsible for the environ-
ment), which represented a formal recognition of the environment as an 
important issue on the national political agenda.  

The 1987 bill states that Nature is the base for future provision and that 
irreplaceable (natural) values are being destroyed. A comprehensive view is 
applied because it is emphasised that the responsibility for environmental 
issues is a concern for all agencies, all sectors, at all levels and by all political 
actors. There are proposals for radical changes that demand new ways of 
thinking and approaches, but interestingly, there are no real proposals of 
institutional changes in the text. Instead there is a new “integrative respon-
sibility” added to the existing organisational structure and tasks of the 
different sector agencies. The bill also formulates an idea of how to monitor 
the success of the task to achieve integrated environmental politics:  

“it may be necessary to try a system where every sector regularly reports 
on their use of resources and influence on the environment. This kind of 
approach is one way, to in a more concrete way, find ways to integrate 
ecological care into the decision making process.”(Government bill 
1987/88:85)  

Environmental management systems, indicators and other forms of report-
ing systems may well answer to this call since they may play the role of 
monitoring instruments in policy making. Yet, during this time, the concept 
of sustainability indicators was not yet developed and, consequently, not 
considered as fruitful tools in the work towards sustainability and the 
integration of policies and politics. When summing up the government’s 
signals sent by this bill there are two main reflections to be made: first, the 
fact that the environmental issue was seriously considered a political issue of 
 

                                                      
34 In Swedish the title of the bill is: Miljöpolitikens utsikter under 1990talet” 
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its own, and second, that the responsibility for the environmental problems 
should borne by all sectors and stakeholders in society, which was in line 
with the vision laid out in the Brundtland report the same year. Still however, 
the concept of sustainable development was not mentioned in the text. 

Turning to the next bill, “A good life - environment” (1990/91:90)35 from 
1990, presented a new, more widened perspective on what is considered to 
be environmental politics. Here, health issues were introduced and high-
lighted as an important aspect of the environmental issue. In the bill, the 
government launched the idea of adjusting energy production as part of the 
politics to decrease the energy use. This was criticised by employers, 
employees and the unions who argued that the idea of an adjustment of the 
energy supply would threaten employment (Lindström, 2001). Those actors’ 
criticism and scepticism was probably rooted in a fear of loosing control and 
being overrun by the environmental sector. What is interesting is that the 
energy issue was removed from the Ministry of Energy and Environmental 
to the Ministry of Industry and Commerce just before the 1990 bill was 
launched, which signalled that energy was considered to be an industry issue 
rather than an environmental issue in politics (Asplund and Hilding-Rydevik, 
2001).  

A new concept introduced in this bill was ‘eco-cycling’, which mostly 
seemed to be about how to apply recycling to waste treatment. In line with 
the decentralisation trend of the time, the responsibility for this new policy 
of eco-cycling was decentralised to the municipal level. Environmental 
adjustment is a keyword in the text, together with sector responsibility, 
decentralisation and prevention measures. As a response to the call laid out 
in the 1987 bill on the need for more integrative efforts in environmental 
policy making, this bill introduced Environmental Impact Assessments 
(EIA) as a requirement for large environmental projects. Integration in itself 
was assumed to lead to consensus between different actors about finding a 
reasonable degree of environmental adjustment and the means by which the 
adjustment would be reached. In general, the rhetoric of threats is much less 
used in this bill compared to the previous bill, which makes the tone in the 
text more positive. Instead there are frequent references to how much 
Sweden has already accomplished in relation to what was proposed in the 
previous bill. Pollution is described as largely an international problem, and 
the bill promotes more support for international cooperation, which seems 
logical in the light of the general European discussion of the transboundary 
acid rain issue that was one of the dominating environmental discourses 
highlighted during the 1980s (see Hajer, 1995). However, even though the 
incorporation of the health perspective and the introduction of EIAs mark 
 

                                                      
35 In Swedish the title of the bill is: “En god livsmiljö” 
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important changes in environmental politics in this period, it is still the 
environment rather than sustainable development that is in focus throughout 
the bill.  

The next bill is from 1997: “Swedish National Environmental Quality 
Objectives. Environmental politics for a Sustainable Sweden.” 
(1997/98:145)36. It is important to remember that there were many major 
political changes that took place nationally, as well as internationally, during 
the period between the 1990 and the 1997 bills. A conservative coalition 
government held power between 1991 and 1994, and in terms of environ-
mental politics their most visible reform was probably to move planning 
issues from the Ministry of Housing to the Ministry of Environment, which 
was very much in line with the environmental integrative aspect. In 1992, the 
global UN conference in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil took place and the UNCED 
declarations were signed. Among them the Agenda 21 was launched and 
directed towards the local level, and many of the Swedish municipalities 
immediately started to work in line with the idea, if they had not already 
(Brundin and Eckerberg, 1999). This is largely due to the government’s quick 
response to the Agenda 21 declaration, since in October 1992 the govern-
ment had already stated:  

“Agenda 21 consists of recommendations and is thus not judicially bind-
ing, but in the governments opinion the action program is politically and 
morally obligating.” (Government communication, 1992/93:13)  

Two years later, in 1994, the Parliament adopted a national programme: 
‘Towards Sustainable Development. Implementing the decisions taken at the 
UN Conference on Environment and Development - UNCED” (Govern-
ment communication 1993/94:111)37 and the Ministry of Environment 
introduced a guide to Local Agenda 21 that outlined possible strategies for 
sustainability in the local context (SOU 1994:128). A national Agenda 21 
committee was created, consisting of representatives from diverse sectors in 
society like the scientific community, NGOs and politicians. Their task was 
to collect information on Swedish Agenda 21 activities and, in general, 
stimulate the implementation of Agenda 21 at both national and local level 
(Eckerberg, 2000:223). In the beginning of 1996, nearly all Swedish munici-
palities had developed a local Agenda 21 document (Forsberg, 2002:80).  

In 1995, after the Social Democratic Party regained power in 1994 elec-
tions, Sweden joined the European Union, and in 1996 Göran Persson was 
 

                                                      
36 In Swedish the title of the bill is: “Svenska miljömål. Miljöpolitik för ett hållbart Sverige”.  
37 In Swedish the title of the programme is: ”Med sikte på en hållbar utveckling. Genomföran-
de av besluten vid FN:s konferens om miljö och utveckling – UNCED” 
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appointed the new Social Democratic Prime Minister. In his inauguration 
speech from the Social Democratic Party congress in 1996, he re-launched 
the ‘People’s home’ concept, but with an added green prefix – the ‘Green 
People’s home’ – with a vision of leaving, to the next generation, a society in 
which the present environmental problems would be solved. The ‘Green 
People’s home’ would hereafter characterise Sweden as a country that links 
welfare to the environment, emphasising that welfare is even dependent on a 
‘greener’ society. This means that Sweden was quick to endorse the link 
between welfare and sustainable development, and it is an important factor 
for why Sweden is internationally viewed as an environmental pioneer 
(Lafferty and Meadowcroft 2000:414).  

To reach the new green ambition a completely revised and more 
hierarchical goal structure was presented in the 1997 bill, which clearly differ-
rentiated it from before. Three overall goals were stressed: (1) to protect the 
environment, (2) to have a sustainable provision/support, and (3) to increase 
the efficiency in energy use as well as use of other natural resources. Fifteen 
environmental quality objectives were defined and presented together with 
additional intermediate goals aiming to point out the direction of the work in 
order to fulfil the fifteen objectives before 2020. As described in chapter 
two, all agencies were requested to create and develop specific goals for their 
activities that departed from the fifteen (later sixteen) goals. By introducing 
the environmental goals, a major step was taken towards a management-by-
objectives approach in national environmental politics (Burström, 2000:42). 
The form of governing changed from a detailed regulative approach towards 
more openly defined directives. More flexibility was given to the municipal-
lities regarding how to fulfil the goals at the local level, and the sophisticated 
goal structure was presumed to provide a better and wider support for the 
national objectives (ibid). On the other hand, the national goals also meant 
that the municipalities had to relate all their local work and strategies to the 
goals since they were supposed to implemented at the local level. Thus, the 
national “definition” of sustainable development, as it is articulated through 
the national goals, possibility also determines, in part, the local interpretation 
of sustainability. It can be seen as a step towards increased coordination of 
environmental politics and management from a top-down perspective. We 
will come back to the national environmental goals later in this chapter, but 
it is worth mentioning that they clearly indicate a “new” form of governance 
at the national level. 

Returning to the “government’s position analysis”, one can see that what 
environmental politics in fact seems to represent changes with the different 
bills. Instead of environmental adjustment, the bill from 1997 talks about 
ecological sustainable development, this indicates a shift from ‘the environ-
ment’ to what is now labelled as ‘ecological sustainable development’. This 
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accentuates a clear change in focus compared to the earlier bills. In the 1987 
bill, the focus of environmental politics was to solve the major environmen-
tal problems that were presented with the “doomsday rhetoric” as serious 
threats to humans, and it was argued that rapid measures were needed. In the 
following bill from 1990, the focus was still on environmental problems but 
with the addition of the important role played by the economy. When 
shaping the demands for environmental protection, steps must also be taken 
for economic development and attention paid to the links between the two. 
References to the importance of the economy is made even more prominent 
in the 1997 bill, as environmental politics is given an active role in continued 
economic growth and, most of all, increased employment opportunities. The 
threatening rhetoric is limited in the 1997 bill, and the general tone of the 
text is much more positive and encouraging.  

The strong belief that environmental goals will drive technological deve-
lopment and create new jobs, especially within the eco-technical solutions 
industry, is manifested in environmental politics. The government launched 
two new funding programs in the 1997 bill: the Local Investment Pro-
gramme (LIP) and the “Eco-cycle billion” (Kretsloppsmiljarden). Despite 
the economic crisis in the beginning of the 1990s the government wanted to 
make sustainable development operational by using an eco-cycle approach to 
social planning. The idea was to create an eco-cycle society that questioned 
the traditional growth scenarios and instead focused on recycling and reuse 
of materials. This would shift the responsibility of a product’s life-cycle from 
the consumers to the producers (Eckerberg, 2000:218). Both programs were 
targeted towards the municipalities; they are illustrative examples of econo-
mic policy instruments used by the state to obtain a certain level of control 
over the development and priorities in the municipalities (Baker and Ecker-
berg, 2007). They represent the “theory” of economic stimuli, implemented 
in practice.  

In 1998, the European Union decided that all environmental issues 
should be integrated into all political areas (European Council, 1998). Here, 
for the fist time in the EU context, the concept of environmental politics 
was replaced by sustainable development politics, which indicated an inclu-
sion of social and economic aspects of sustainability in combating environ-
mental problems. In 1999 a big step was taken by the government in order to 
coordinate the Swedish environmental politics and policy making by launch-
ing the environmental code. With the new code the municipalities were given 
increased responsibilities as environmental authorities. But with their in-
creased responsibility, their position in the national as well as international 
environmental debate had also been strengthened, for example, in the EU 
context, where local authorities are seen as important stakeholders in much 
of the environmental related work and are often subject to pilot-projects 
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were new initiatives are tested and evaluated. One example is the ecoBudget 
system in Växjö, which will be further examined in this study.  

In the bill entitled “Swedish National Environmental Quality Objectives. 
Interim goals and strategies for measures” (2000/01:130)38 it was stated that, 
“methods that take the costs for environmental degradation into considera-
tion must be inbuilt in the economic and social decision models” (p11). 
Here, economic rhetoric is even more evident than in the earlier bills, and 
the word cost-efficiency is frequently repeated. Emphasis is placed on the 
need to prioritise synergy effects and cost-efficiency methods. Market 
demands and pressure from customers were considered to be as important 
as laws and regulations in driving companies’ decisions, and there was an aim 
to achieve win-win situations between market and government. The text 
stresses that economic growth and prosperity will create employment oppor-
tunities and, thus, provide insurance for both. The main responsibility for 
the transition towards a sustainable society was still put on the local level and 
it was explicitly pointed out that the municipalities have the overall responsi-
bility for reaching a good life-environment (livsmiljö), though it is still the 
national government which is responsible for coordination and the follow-up 
work.   

To sum up, in less than ten years, environmental politics has transformed 
from a peripheral issue to one that has introduced new responsibilities in all 
levels of government, although it still has not become entirely integrated into 
mainstream politics. The focus of environmental politics has shifted away 
from measures to limit or prevent the emergence of environmental prob-
lems, towards measures aiming to promote sustainable development. This 
“shift” in environmental policy-making of widening the environmental 
agenda to concern the social and economic policies as well, what is called 
environmental policy integration, is an essential component of sustainable 
development (Nilsson and Eckerberg, 2007). This integrative perspective has 
lead to an interruption in the traditional monopoly held by the environ-
mental sector in making new demands on other actors in society. As new 
forms of networks have established themselves, new ideas and knowledge 
have entered the Swedish sustainability realm (ibid). However, via the 
hierarchical goal structure (discussed above), the environmental sector 
retains the overall responsibility for the follow-up work. This, in turn, means 
that the environmental sector must devote an increasing amount of 
resources and time to the work of developing programs, statistics, indicators, 
etc., in order to monitor and control the work. 

By avoiding the potential conflicts of coming to an agreement on what an 
integrated comprehensive view means, the government does not see that the 
 

                                                      
38 In Swedish the title of the bill is: “Svenska Miljömål – delmål och åtgärdsstrategier” 
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traditional sector administration is driven by its “own” values, norms and 
cultures. Different perspectives are promoted by the different sectors, and 
they naturally have dissimilar views on environmental issues. This is also true 
at the local level, where conflicts between different goals are usually not 
visible until they are to be handled at a concrete level (Burström, 2000:59). If 
there is resistance to acknowledging conflicting perspectives in the initial 
phase of the process, one probably misses the opportunity to be exposed to 
new ways of solving the conflicts by trying other solutions. The problem of 
conflicting perspectives is not only applicable to goal definitions; different 
cultures and discourses within the municipality, between different profes-
sions, have been identified as major obstacles for co-operation on environ-
mental issues between the units (Asplund, 1999). By letting conflicts be 
open, and thus part of the process, it is possible to enlarge the scope for 
possible solutions (Pastille final report, 2002). The denial of goal conflicts in 
sustainable development politics may also signal that there is no need for 
more radical changes in order to reach the national environmental objectives. 
On the whole, there seems to be much focus on the establishment of new 
tools and instruments as important means to obtain results, which points to 
a quite instrumental discourse employed. The focus is on delivery and 
results, despite the growing Agenda 21 movement of the time. 

Since 1995, when Sweden joined the EU, a European discourse has also 
been present in Swedish governance at the national, county and local levels. I 
will therefore briefly discuss Sweden’s relationship with Brussels, as well as 
the expectations faced by the government that Sweden would be a “model 
for environmental management.”  

Facing the EU as an environmental pioneer 
The legacy of the social democratic welfare vision, together with the admi-
nistrative characteristics of ‘Swedish governance’, plays a role in the success 
story of Sweden as an international pioneer in environmental policy making. 
This has probably been most visible in the European Union’s change of 
course in environmental matters since the joining of Sweden in 1995. How-
ever, the EU’s influence on Swedish policy-making has also been evident.  
Upon becoming a member of the EU, it became less constructive for 
Sweden to divide policy making into local, regional, national or EU levels, 
since in fact all policies in one way or another became linked to EU laws and 
directives (Jerneck and Gidlund, 2001;  Blomgren and Bergman, 2005).  

Many countries had high expectations that Sweden would become the 
missing driving force in environmental policy making in the European arena 
(Kronsell, 1997). Sweden already had an international reputation of being a 
pioneer in many respects regarding the environment, and this had been 
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carried forward into the policy realm of sustainable development (Lafferty 
and Eckerberg, 1998; Skou Andersen and Liefferink 1997; Lafferty and 
Meadowcroft, 2000).  

It is not that EU did not have any environmental strategies before 1995. 
In fact, since 1973, the Union has presented environmental programmes 
more or less every fifth year; these guide and frame their work on the issue. 
The first programme was launched in response to the UN environmental 
conference held in Stockholm in 1972. This first European Community (EC) 
action plan stated that the EC environmental policy would be guided by 
three principles: (1) the polluter pays principle (the cost of preventing and 
eliminating nuisances must in principle be borne by the polluter), (2) that 
both national and community regulations should seek to protect the 
environment and improve the quality of life, and (3) to support international 
initiatives and to address environmental problems that could not be solved 
on either regional or national basis. In 1977 the second EC action plan came 
into force, which added the need for research and data collection in the 
environmental arena. The action plan from 1983 reflected upon concern 
about unemployment and resource depletion by favouring creation of jobs 
by developing environmentally compatible industries and technologies. It 
also emphasised the role of environmental regulation and the importance of 
integrating the environment into other policy areas. A shift from pollution 
reduction to pollution prevention was also visible. These first three action 
plans were accompanied by an expansion of community environmental 
regulations. Between the early 70s and the mid 1980s, the EC issued 120 
regulations and directives in the environmental field (Hildebrand, 2002:24)  

Despite the continuity in environmental programmes since the early 
1970s, it was not until 1986 that the environmental issue was given judicial 
status, through the Single European Act, Article VII in the Treaty of Rome. 
Further acknowledgement was given to the environmental issue in the 
Maastricht Treaty from 1992, where the environment is listed in Article 130r 
(2) as ‘a policy goal’ for the union: “Environmental protection requirements 
must be integrated into the definition and implementation of other Commu-
nity policies”. With the Amsterdam revision of the Treaty in 1999, the 
environmental issue was transformed into sustainable development and 
became an overriding goal for the EU (Jordan, 2002; McCormick, 2001:63). 
In the EU context, the legal competence is important because the Union has 
to justify its policy engagement in terms of the competencies it has been 
given under the Treaty of Rome and the subsequent amendments (Baker, 
2000:307).  

Returning to the Maastricht Treaty, another important outcome of great 
relevance for Sweden was the so called ‘Environmental guarantee’, which 
allows member states to maintain or introduce environmental protective 
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measures that are more stringent than the EU measures, providing they are 
compatible with the treaty and are reported to the commission. It is a clear 
exception from the harmonising rules of the common market idea expressed 
in the Single European Act. Before, the member states had only been able to 
maintain higher standards that had been implemented prior to membership, 
not introduce new ones (Jordan, 2002:56). Since Sweden was ahead of many 
other states in terms of adopting stricter environmental laws, this guarantee 
(which was further strengthened in the Amsterdam Treaty) was important 
for Swedish environmental policy making (Corell and Söderberg, 2005:60). It 
ensured that Sweden could maintain a strong environmental position among 
the most advanced countries.  

In 2001 Sweden chaired the EU:s Council of Ministers for the first time 
and focused on three issues to be promoted at the EU political agenda: 
enlargement, employment and the environment. The output, in terms of the 
environmental issue and ambition was the European Union strategy for 
sustainable development (2001). With this strategy, sustainable development 
was made an overriding goal for EU, and the strategy paved the way for the 
sixth environmental programme “Environment 2010 – our future, our 
choice” adopted in 2002 and valid until 2012. In this programme, the spirit 
of the Rio declarations and public participation and involvement are high-
lighted as central features to a future sustainable development of the union. 
Health-related issues, sustainable management, and the principle of substitu-
tion were among the other “new” issues in the programme. 

The international recognition received from the decision to enter the 
European Union, and the expectations of becoming a driving force in the 
European work, probably boosted the Swedish government’s feeling that 
they had something important to offer to the other member states. But the 
membership was also significant for the local level. It provided funding for 
programmes, mainly at the regional level, that required municipalities to 
cooperate and apply for money together. One example is the LIFE (The 
Financial Instrument for the Environment) programme, launched in 1992, 
which aimed to facilitate implementation and development of the EU 
environmental policy. The new LIFE+ programme runs between 2007 and 
2013 (European Commission, 2007). Furthermore, membership made it 
possible for the municipalities to engage directly in European cooperation 
efforts that involved the European and the local levels, but not the national 
level. The EU sustainability indicator projects described in chapter two are 
illustrative examples of this form of policy making that do not include the 
national level. Some effects of this will be further analysed in the following 
chapter dealing with Stockholm’s indicator systems, in particular the section 
discussing Stockholm’s work with the European Common Indicators. 
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To briefly sum up the discussion on Swedish environmental governance: 
Since the 1960s the government has played an important role in policy 
making, and environmental governance and the governmental agencies, in 
particular SEPA, have been initial driving forces in politics related to the 
issue. When sustainable development became politicised via UNCED and 
the Rio declarations it also demanded a much more multi-level and multi-
stakeholder approach than traditional policy making offered. In Sweden 
much of the responsibility of realising a sustainable future was placed on the 
municipalities, with the focus on developing Local Agenda 21 plans and 
initiating projects with financial support from the LIP. In terms of 
governance, Swedish politics relating to sustainable development issues can 
be understood, on one hand, as very centrally oriented, since the central state 
defines the financial frames (via e.g. the LIP, the national climate pro-
gramme, KLIMP and the eco-cycle billion, Kretsloppsmiljarden), as well as 
the overall scope and content via the national objectives. But on the other 
hand, Swedish politics regarding sustainable development has been open-
minded towards local initiatives, grass-root participation and public involve-
ment, at least in rhetoric found in government bills and communications.  

With this in mind, it is now time to turn to the local level and discuss, in 
general terms, the impact of Local Agenda 21, the LIP and the national 
environmental goals and whether these “ideas” seem to be coordinated and 
integrated. Finally, the three municipalities Stockholm, Växjö and Sundsvall 
will be introduced.  

Environmental governance at local level 
This section will focus only on the local Agenda 21 work, the LIP and the 
national objectives at local level in Sweden, in general, since I consider these 
aspects of the local environmental governance discourse important to 
discuss in relation to the overall aim of the chapter, namely to increase 
understanding of the national visions and standpoints in environmental 
politics. Agenda 21 and LIP directly target the municipalities, while the natio-
nal objectives target the local level in a more indirect way. The objectives are 
defined and developed at the national level and “steer” the government’s 
priorities and measures in the area. However, they also frame the work in the 
municipalities since the local administrations are asked to break down the 
goals to their local level in order to make them manageable and possible to 
fulfil. This part of the chapter will further introduce the context of the three 
municipalities’ work with sustainability issues and indicators.     
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Local responses to Agenda 21 and the Local Investment Programme 
Swedish municipalities have, by tradition, governed their own ‘affairs’, which 
may be one of the reasons why the local level in Sweden responded so 
quickly to the Rio-declarations in 1992. Following the UNCED conference, 
the strong environmentalist movement of the 1980s in Sweden seized upon 
LA21 as a way of revitalising its efforts (Rowe and Fudge, 2003:129). The 
Agenda 21 was foremost seen as a local responsibility, and in 1992 the 
government stated that it would be: 

“an important political task and a challenge for the municipalities, in 
cooperation with local organisations and in consultation with their 
inhabitants, to transform the global Agenda 21 into local action pro-
grammes as a contribution to sustainable development.” (Communication 
1992/93:13)  

Many Swedish municipalities responded immediately to the national call for 
implementing the ideas and tasks of Agenda 21. Already in 1995 more than 
half of the municipalities had employed Local Agenda 21 coordinators 
(SALA, 1996). Three national surveys that were conducted between 1998 
and 2004 analyse the development of the local work with Agenda 21 in 
Sweden (Brundin and Eckerberg, 1999; Edström and Eckerberg; 2002; 
Dahlgren and Eckerberg, 2005). In 1998, 70 % of the municipalities had a 
full-time or half-time employed Agenda 21 coordinator. However, between 
1998 and 2004 the number of municipalities employing coordinators 
decreased, dropping to around 50 % by 2004. Furthermore, since 2001, 
around 70 % of the Swedish municipalities have adopted a Local Agenda 21 
plan (or document). An examination of the content of the plans revealed that 
the number of issues embraced by the plans39 decreased constantly between 
2001 and 2004, with two exceptions: “sustainability indicators” and what is 
labelled “other initiatives” in the questionnaire. The surveys show that, for 
each year, these two categories were given more and more space and weight. 
The engagement of the citizens in the Local Agenda 21 work decreased at a 
steady pace from 2001 to 2004, and the same trend was spotted for other 
actors in the local context, like the industry and NGOs.  

A general conclusion made by Dahlgren and Eckerberg (2005) is that 
Local Agenda 21 now receives much less attention in the municipalities than 
before and that the initiatives and engagement in Agenda 21 related work has 
 

                                                      
39 The issues are: biodiversity, renewable energy, adjustment to NEQOs, work in schools/ 
kindergartens, sustainability indicators, public health, ecological management systems, road 
and traffic, eco-efficiency, quality of life/social welfare, foreign aid, grassroots projects in 
housing areas, green jobs, and other things. 
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steadily decreased. The explanations given by the municipalities themselves 
were foremost a shortage and lack of resources, followed by short term 
political decisions and insufficient commitment. In a survey made by the 
Swedish Association for Local Authorities in 1995, the lack of resources and 
support from the national level were put forward by the municipalities as the 
main obstacles in the implementation work at local level (SALA, 1996). 
Hence, lack of resources has been noted as an obstacle in the work for 
almost ten years since the mid 1990s.   

As an answer to the early complaints made by the municipalities about 
lack of resources, the government launched the funding scheme: Local 
Investment Programme for Ecological Sustainability (LIP) (Government bill, 
1996/97:150). Municipalities could apply for financial resources for local 
initiatives and projects promoting sustainable development40. The idea of the 
programme was to promote a broadening of involvement in local work 
towards sustainability. Stakeholders other than the local authority had to be 
involved in the programmes in order to receive money from the state. This 
forced the municipalities to invite and engage the local community in the 
work. There were expectations that LIP would carry local Agenda 21 
processes from ideas into action and hence empower and stimulate the 
municipalities to implement sustainable development at a faster rate (Lindh 
et al., 1997). The government’s opinion of the relationship between LIP and 
the ongoing local Agenda 21 processes was clearly stated in the national 
Agenda 21 report from 1997: 

 “LIP is directly linked to the local Agenda 21 process. In this way, a 
linkage has also been established between the local level and the central 
decision-making functions of the cabinet and the Parliament on issues of 
sustainable development.” (SOU 1997:11)  

According to the government, LIP was supposed to be seen as a programme 
with direct links to the broader understanding of sustainable development 
laid out in the Brundtland report (Government of Sweden, 1997/98:3.). 
When looking at the programme’s platform of principles, the three dimen-
sions of sustainable development, i.e. the environment, the economy and the 
society seem to be represented and interpreted in a quite broad sense. The 
principles are: promoting human health, safe guarding biological diversity, 
protecting cultural heritage, preserving the long term productive capacity of 
 

                                                      
40 LIP is by far the largest funding programme within the area of sustainable development in 
Swedish politics with a total of 6,2 billion SKr. having been allocated to 211 local programmes 
and projects in more than 160 municipalities (Eckerberg et al., 2005:11). 
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the ecosystem, and ensuring that natural resources are properly managed 
(Lindh, et al., 1997). Accordingly, the LIP programme could be seen as a way 
for the government to control, to a certain extent, the way the Agenda was 
interpreted at local level and thus the way the idea of Agenda 21 is realised.   

However, an additional aim of the LIP was to create green jobs and 
stimulate green technological innovation at the local level. The Ministry of 
Environment administered the programme, which was in contrast to how 
governmental programmes usually were administered, namely by a govern-
mental agency. This non-traditional way of keeping the control at the 
governmental level was justified by the government by arguing that there was 
no ‘sustainable development agency’ in place that could handle the program-
me (ibid:12). Nevertheless, in January 2002, the administrative responsibility 
of the LIP funding was moved from the Ministry of Environment to the 
SEPA, though at that time most of the funding had already been distributed. 
According to Berglund and Hanberger (2003) the municipalities that did 
receive grants from the programme have as a result strengthened their local 
environmental work, in general. On the other hand, in municipalities that did 
not receive any grants, trust in the state decreased, and in most of these 
municipalities the local work with sustainability issues in general did decline 
(Berglund and Hanberger, 2003:62).  

Another study of the effects of LIP in municipalities supports the 
conclusion made by Berglund and Hanberger that the local motivation for 
working with environmental and sustainable development issues declined if 
no economic support was given (Forsberg, 2005). This study also concluded 
that, instead of continuing support for the cooperative spirit regarding the 
Agenda 21 movement, which encouraged municipalities to cooperate, LIP 
has instead created rivalry and competition between the local authorities. 
One reason is that the programme should be seen as top-down project 
initiated by the state with low rate of influence from regional and local actors 
(compared to the Agenda 21 idea, which is based on a bottom-up approach), 
(Forsberg, 2005:68). Eckerberg et al. (2005) reaches the same conclusion as 
Forsberg that LIP was largely a result of a top-down process initiated by the 
government with little or no participation and influence from sub-national 
actors. The fact that the administration for LIP initially was placed at the 
Ministry of Environment, instead of an agency, created confusion and 
tensions between the national level and the local level, as well as between 
politicians and the administration. Finally, as a sustainable development 
initiative, the programme was not complete, since the social dimension was 
more or less absent in the programme.  

Furthermore, the LIP never managed to integrate well with other national 
initiatives under the sustainable Sweden umbrella, like the NEQOs, EU 
funds (LIFE) or regional agreements. On the other hand, there are also 
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evaluations showing that LIP have, in fact, generated lots of substantive 
environmental effects, in particular in the energy sector by creating new 
wetlands and land restoration (Wandén, 2005). In terms of follow up 
measures like indicators, the programme did demand that when reporting on 
the projects, a follow up strategy had to be part of the report. Undoubtedly, 
the LIP encouraged and made possible many projects that otherwise had not 
come to fruition. One should expect such a large funding programme to be 
closely linked to the national objectives as a part of the government’s 
“environmental governance strategy”. However, this does not seem to be the 
case.     

The National Environmental Quality Objectives in a local perspective 
Parallel to the launch of LIP, the discussion and development of the 
National Environmental Quality Objectives (NEQOs) took place, and they 
were adopted but the Parliament in 1999, as described earlier. Still the 
connection between LIP and the NEQOs is not evident (Eckerberg et.al, 
2005:51). The initial LIP projects were not integrated with the national 
objectives, and in the assessment model for LIP projects developed by the 
Ministry of Environment the objectives are absent. However, there has been 
and increasing number of references made to the NEQOs in the applications 
over time (ibid).  

An evaluation made by SEPA in 2003 points to a few common view-
points, like the fact that the municipalities find the  environmental objectives 
inspiring to work towards, in contrast to what they define as the “environ-
mental threat” approach, which is what former directives from the national 
level have been seen as. Linked to the more positive view on the objectives is 
the fact that the municipalities can use their local freedom to set their own 
local environmental quality objectives in a manner that suits them. Lack of 
resources, but also conflicts of interests among politicians and within the 
administration, are seen as the prime obstacles for the local work. The 
central agencies are also criticised for giving contradictory information 
regarding the work. They are seen as representing different sectors and 
interests and they often lack an overall perspective, according to the munici-
palities (SEPA, 2003). This illustrates the potential ‘problem’ of an admi-
nistrative structure (and culture) based on a clear division between sectored 
interests, with no genuine tradition of working in a cross-sectored manner. 
Sustainable development issues demand an all-embracing approach with 
joint commitments to acheive success.  

Despite the fact that the Local Agenda 21 work often constitutes the 
basis of the local approach to NEQOs (ibid), there has not been much done 
in terms of “bottom-up initiatives”. According to the SEPA study, some of 
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the municipalities have had dialogues with their citizens, but no other “parti-
cipatory” proposals have been initiated in any of the municipalities (SEPA, 
2003). Finally,  the monitoring and reporting of indicators of the quality 
objectives is not at all as developed at the local level as on the regional level, 
as stated earlier. Shortage of adapted data is put forward by the munici-
palities as the most important problem. Lack of data when developing and 
defining indicators is a well known problem at all levels and in all contexts. 
This will be further discussed in relation to my analysis.  

A study of the sustainable development work in five Swedish munici-
palities (Rowe and Fudge, 2003) agrees with the conclusions of Eckerberg 
and Dahlgren in many ways. The strong tradition of sectored administration 
makes it difficult to work across sectors within the municipal organisation in 
order to strengthen the linkage between the environmental, social and 
economic aspects. A strong division between the sectors and local depart-
ments is motivated by efficiency claims, but when it comes to sustainable 
development, which per se implies an integrated approach between the 
sectors, problems arise, as Rowe and Fudge conclude (see also Eckerberg, 
2000:220). Representative, rather than participatory, democracy continues to 
predominate, and responsibility, rather than power, is being devolved. A 
tension then arises between the agenda of ‘democratisation’ and the 
increasing need for control perceived at the centre. There is a strong reliance 
upon activism rooted in personal idealism, rather than proper allocation of 
power. The local success of Agenda 21 as a policy seems to heavily rely upon 
real engagement in the issue by enthusiasts and a feeling of moral responsi-
bility for the local authority to act (Rowe and Fudge, 2003:136). According to 
Rowe and Fudge, the environment seems to have come to represent a 
symbolic package of moral, empirical and aesthetic considerations that are 
re-interpreting Sweden’s historical ideologies, while the tools developed at 
national level to promote environmental aspects of sustainability are 
increasingly sophisticated (ibid:137). They also suggest that what they define 
as ecological modernisation is still codified as environmental protection in 
Sweden. The techno-corporatist model seems to be favoured, despite the 
discussions about wider public participation and new forms of governance.  

Apparently it seems like the ‘excellent’ Swedish reputation of imple-
menting Agenda 21 in practice can be questioned in certain respects and that 
there was dissatisfaction among municipalities regarding lack of support, 
resources and input from the national level. But it is not fair to only blame 
the national level for lack of interest, in fact there seems to be an unwilling-
ness among many politicians at the local level to open up for a broad public 
participation in Agenda 21 initiatives (Dahlgren and Eckerberg, 2005). 
Whether that is a result of limited external resources and finances, or a 
political culture which is not used to, nor favours, public involvement in 
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decision making processes, will not on a general level be addressed by this 
study. The national level responded to the criticism by launching the LIP and 
the large climate measures programme (KLIMP) targeting the local level, yet 
there is no evidence that public participation in local policy making has 
increased as a result of the programmes. Rather, they have funded techno-
logical innovations that deliver efficient processes and concrete results (Fors-
berg, 2005; Baker and Eckerberg, 2007). They therefore illustrate the basic 
ideas of the ecological modernisation discourse in practice. 

Summing up the local contextual discussion, citizen participation and 
broad stakeholder consultation through a bottom-up approach has been an 
official goal in all national initiatives, but in reality it has been difficult to 
achieve satisfactory levels of participation (Hägerhell and Gooch, 2002:77). 
Despite the talk about grass-root initiatives and invitations to the public to 
participate, the strong role of the central government becomes obvious in 
the work with the NEQOs. This is very much a top-down approach where 
the central government leads the way and the regional and local levels are 
subordinated to the national interpretation of sustainability. On the other 
hand, the NEQOs can be seen as a response to the call for more policy 
integration within the environmental sector, as Nilsson et al argues (2007). 
Indicators and follow-up measures linked to the NEQOs are also nationally 
defined with the Swedish set of 87 indicators for sustainable development 
from 2006.  

Introducing the three municipalities 
This section will introduce the contextual factors in each if the municipalities 
that are relevant to the understanding of the forthcoming analysis of the 
indicator systems. The organisation of the content of the three discussions is 
different in each case. This is because the preconditions and situations in the 
three municipalities vary, which means that what seems important to include 
in the Stockholm presentation is not necessarily relevant in the Sundsvall 
presentation and vice versa.  

Stockholm is a large municipality with a substantial administration in local 
terms, including a unique political system including a sub-local level of city 
districts. In addition to the complex organisation of administrations and 
politics, the city changes political majority on a more or less regular basis 
with every election. This makes the institutional context for the officers (and 
the politicians) different from the other two municipalities. Therefore, a lot 
of focus is put on describing the organisational structure of Stockholm; their 
work with sustainability indicators takes place in a very dynamic (politically) 
yet complex (administrative) surrounding.  
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The second municipality, Växjö, stands out because of its conscious global 
focus and engagement in various EU and other internationally-related 
sustainability projects. In Växjö, two indicator systems, the ecoBudget and 
European Common Indicators (ECI), are products of international agree-
ments involving local authorities in several European countries. This inter-
national image frames the work with indicator systems at the local level in a 
way that is unique from Stockholm or Sundsvall. The third municipality, 
Sundsvall, is interesting because it works with sustainability indicators in a 
broader perspective that includes public health in the definition of sustain-
ability. Their vision is to widen the three dimensional definition of sustain-
able development to also embrace the public health aspect. In contrast to the 
other two municipalities, this widening of the concept has been a deliberate 
policy choice for more than ten years. They are, in a way, pioneers on local 
public health work in Sweden, certainly when it comes to challenging the 
traditional sustainable development concept divided into environment, eco-
nomy and social aspects.   

Working with indicators in three Swedish municipalities that are so 
different and specific is both interesting and analytically challenging since my 
point of departure is institutional arrangements and understanding sustain-
ability governance through sustainability indicators. The preconditions are 
similar, to a large extent, since the municipalities are all in a Swedish context 
and more or less shaped by the Swedish policy style and record in policy 
making, as discussed earlier. But in terms of these local characteristics, the 
qualifications differ; and that will add intriguing perspectives to the analysis. 

Stockholm – complex and dynamic at the same time 
Since Stockholm is not only the capital of Sweden but also its largest city, the 
public administration has more resources in terms of money and personnel 
than any other local authority. This also means that it is organised somewhat 
different than other Swedish local authorities, as it its administration and 
politics is further decentralised, including an additional city district level. At 
the time of this study, there were a total of 14 city district councils, which 
had the same responsibility and authority as the city’s other committees and 
boards. The difference is that the city district councils work within their 
respective geographic areas and carry the overall responsibility for a large 
variety of tasks, including pre-schools and day-care centres, child and youth 
activities, individual and family care and social welfare, family law, local 
culture, elderly care, consumer advising, local trade and industry issues, such 
as market trade permits and the local Agenda 21 work. But the city of Stock-
holm’s leadership still has the overriding responsibility for issues that 
concern the entire municipality, e.g. municipal tax, the city’s overall budget 
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and physical planning. Each city district council is made up of 11-13 mem-
bers, depending on its number of inhabitants in relation to the total popula-
tion. There is an administration linked to each city district council, which is 
divided into different units, but the overall work is coordinated from the 
city’s administrations.  

As an initiative to “deepen the democracy” and bring politics and 
decision-making processes closer to the citizens; the Social Democratic 
majority created the city district councils in 1996. Along with the democratic 
aim, the goal was to make politics more efficient, which was thought to 
increase the quality of the processes. The reform was heavily criticised from 
the political opposition, most of all from the Moderates. They argued that 
the introduction of one more political and administrative decision-making 
level simply would cost too much in economic terms, and that it would not 
facilitate the administration but rather the opposite. Consequently, when the 
Moderates came into power in 1998, they reduced the number of city district 
councils from 24 to 18, for economic and administrative reasons. However, a 
series of reports and evaluations of the reform have been carried out by the 
Institute for Local Governments Economics at Stockholm University. They 
conclude that the democratic goal has, to a certain extent, been achieved, 
since the city district council politicians seem to fill the gap between the 
citizens and the overall municipal organisation, which was one of the object-
tives. When analysing the efficiency goal, the evaluators conclude that the 
division of responsibility between the city council level and the city district 
council level is perceived as clear, which means that both politicians and 
officers at the district level find it easier to render the political process more 
efficiently (Bäck et al., 2001). 

The city council consists of 101 members elected by the citizens of Stock-
holm. In Stockholm, the political power shifted between the Moderates and 
the socialists every fourth year during the 1990s. Between 1994 and 1998, the 
Social Democrats, together with the Left and the Green Party ruled but were 
replaced in 1998 by the Moderates just to regain the power in the 2002 
election and then loose it again in the 2006 election.  

The city executive board consisted of thirteen members (in 2005), which 
represented the political parties in proportion to the number of their seats 
held in the city council. The city executive board drafts or delivers its 
opinion on all issues before they are resolved by the city council and is also 
responsible for implementing the resolutions. There are committees and 
drafting committees subordinated the city executive board: the finance 
committee, the personnel and quality control committee and the drafting 
committee for care of the elderly. Further there are the commissioners and 
oppositional vice commissioners, who are full-time professional politicians 
elected by the city council every fourth year. The city’s responsibilities (e.g. 
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finance, environment, social service and culture) were administered through 
eight divisions (rotlar). Each division is headed by a commissioner and 
consists of one or two political boards. The boards are responsible for the 
work carried out by the then 20 different administrations, handling a wide 
range of issues. The divisions also have the political responsibility for the 
city’s own companies. Certain important issues, such as overall physical 
planning and general environmental issues are seen as too vital to the whole 
organisation to be fully decentralised to the district level and they are there-
fore, kept at the city level. Since 2002, the consumer issues were combined 
with the health and environmental issues under the environmental (political) 
division.  

According to the city’s annual report from 2003, the environmental 
administration is seen as a medium sized administration, in terms of number 
of employees. In more recent years, it has employed around 200 public offi-
cers and administrators, while the largest administrations, i.e. the real estate, 
streets and traffic administration have had more than 1000 employees. 
Between 2000 and 2004 the environmental administration was divided into 
six sub-units, of which the unit for environmental monitoring was respon-
sible for the work with the indicators. 

The three indicator systems examined in this study are the Agenda 21 
indicators, the city’s Environmental programme and the European Common 
Indicators (ECIs). The institutional context in Stockholm includes a compre-
hensive administration and political instability. The political instability means 
that the indicators, like all the policies, are constantly at risk; decisions can be 
overthrown and changed immediately when a new majority comes to power.  
But the large organisation makes it possible to develop and work with several 
parallel systems; there are simply more resources and personnel to use.  

Växjö – linking the local to the global in practice 
In Växjö the Social Democrats, together with the Left Party and the Greens, 
were in majority in the city council between 1994 and 2006 (when the 
conservative “bloc” came to power) (Statistics Sweden, 2007). In 2004, the 
city council had at total of 61 seats to distribute between the parties, with an 
executive board of 15 members. Within the city council, there are 12 
different political boards, the operational work of which is carried out by 9 
administrations. The environmental board is linked to the environmental 
administration. However, the Agenda 21 issue is the responsibility of the city 
executive administration and not the environmental administration.  

Even though the socialist bloc had formal political power during the 
studied period, they collaborated closely with the conservative bloc regarding 
the local environmental work. By 1993, the municipality of Växjö had already 
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adopted an environmental policy that laid out the main strategy for the local 
environmental work, both concerning the external work within its geo-
graphical boarders and the internal work at an organisational level. This was 
a collaborative project between the local parties. Two years later, in 1995, 
Växjö decided to participate in a project coordinated by the Swedish Society 
for Nature Conservation (SSNC), and thus became one out of a few pilot 
municipalities to broaden the sustainability approach of policy making by 
integrating it into all municipal work. One of the aims of the project was to 
educate both politicians and public administrators in environmental manage-
ment. According to SSNC, efficient environmental management meant 
focusing on one environmental issue and concentrate resources, both in 
terms of money and personnel, to that issue in order to obtain the best 
results. Växjö followed this advice and decided, in 1996, to focus on the 
climate protection issue. To show its determination, the municipality decided 
to be the first fossil-fuel-free municipality. The climate protection issue is 
very wide in scope because it deals with all different dimensions of sustain-
able development. It is not solely about environmental protection and the 
ecological part of a sustainable future; it also deals with the social dimension, 
such as consumption issues and distribution of energy. Moreover, it includes 
the economic dimension; industry is seen as a key actor since both the public 
and the private sector are affected.  

Växjö’s international recognition for its work to diminish fossil fuel use 
has probably facilitated the municipality’s efforts to join international initia-
tives and co-operations. By 1994, the municipality had already joined the 
Climate Alliance, which is an association of European cities and munici-
palities that have entered into a partnership with indigenous rainforest 
peoples. Their stated aim is to ”preserve the global climate.” This involves 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions to a sustainable level in the industrialized 
countries in the north, and conserving the rainforests in the southern hemi-
sphere. The partnerships with the indigenous people aim to support their 
desire to live and work in their natural environment according to their own 
development concepts (Climate Alliance, 2007). In January 2007, the associa-
tion had more than 1000 members of which only one municipality was from 
Sweden; this was not Växjö but Eskilstuna. Växjö decided to leave the 
association in the beginning of 2000 – “it was a German-speaking organisa-
tion and we hadn’t really had the time nor energy to develop any partnership 
in line with the organisations ideas” (interview, 44).  

Still, Växjö is very much active in the international arena since the 
municipality is heavily involved in the Local Governments for Sustainability 
(ICLEI), the major international association of local governments working 
with environment and sustainable development. Its aim is to build and serve 
a worldwide movement of local governments to achieve tangible improve-
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ments in global and local sustainability. In 2007, ICLEI has more than 475 
full members and hundreds of local partners in different campaigns and 
projects. (ICLEI, 2007). Together with the United Nations, ICLEI has set up 
a prize entitled “Excellent in atmosphere protection”, which Växjö won in 
2000. 

As a result of this international award, the municipality received high-
profile media coverage and positive responses both at the national and 
international levels. In particular, Japan has showed great interest in Växjö’s 
work with renewable energy. There have been many exchanges between the 
deputy mayors of Växjö and Japanese politicians, as well as representatives 
from the Japanese energy industry. In 2000, the Japanese organisation Japan 
External Trade Organisation (JETRO) initiated a cooperative project 
between Växjö and the region of Iwate in Japan, which suffered from stagna-
tion in their forest industry. Through the project and their visits to Växjö, 
the Japanese region learned how to utilise wooden biomass as an efficient 
energy source and the use of wood pellets as an efficient fuel.  Växjö Energi 
AB, the main local supplier of electricity and heating, uses renewable re-
sources such as biomass to produce energy and is one of the leading compa-
nies in Sweden when it comes to developments within the renewable/bio 
energy sector.41 JETRO states that they have gained the technological 
knowledge from the Swedish collaboration and education of how to develop 
more sustainable solutions for the energy industry (JETRO, 2004). In 
addition to discussing biomass issues, the local administrators in Växjö 
inform the Japanese delegations about other projects related to sustainable 
development, like the local work with sustainability indicators through the 
Agenda 21 efforts and the ecoBudget project.  

Apart from the global networks that ICLEI provides, Växjö also takes 
part in different European and EU related networks. These include Energy-
cities (a network of around 25 partners, mostly cities, in Europe) and the 
Campaign for Take Off (the European Commission’s campaign for renew-
able energy). Following the Kyoto protocol, the EU set up a goal, stating that 
before 2012 the total amount of renewable energy in the member states 
should be at least 12 % of all energy produced (European Union, 2006). 

It is evident that the decision to develop Växjö’s image as a low-carbon 
municipality has been successful in terms of international recognition, but 
 

                                                      
41 Bio energy is a renewable form of energy derived from biological materials such as wood-
chips, bark, shaving and sawdust, which are waste material from the forestry industry as well 
as the timber industry. By different methods of combustion these “waste” materials are turned 
into bio fuel. This way of generating energy does not pollute the atmosphere with carbon 
dioxide, and therefore it has been possible for Växjö to reduce their carbon dioxide emissions 
from heating and electricity use radically.   
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also in terms of keeping up the interest of environmental issues among the 
local politicians. Even though they all point to the fact that the interest in 
sustainable development is lower and weaker than before, the fossil fuel free 
goal is still well anchored in the organisation. The interest from Japan seems 
to be greater than ever before, and the municipality still receives prizes and 
attention in the international arena. 

This commitment from public officers and politicians from all political 
parties to place Växjö in international collaborations and forums makes it an 
interesting case for studying their work with indicators. I have investigated 
two systems, namely the ecoBudget (an international initiative) and the 
locally developed Agenda 21 indicators. It was my intent to investigate 
Växjö’s work with the European Common Indicators as well, but it became 
apparent quite early that the ECIs had not at all been rooted in the local 
organisation and hence were impossible to study.  

Sundsvall – including public health in the local sustainability discourse 
In Sundsvall, the Social Democrats have been in power for decades. The city 
council is organised into nine political boards with nine associated admini-
strations42. At the centre is the executive board and the office of the execu-
tive board, which carries out the key corporate functions of the authority, 
including budgeting, information services, Internet and computer support, 
staff issues, security, development and planning. The municipality organisa-
tion is also composed of several of the biggest companies in Sundsvall, such 
as ‘Sundsvall Energi’, which is responsible for the local district heating 
system, water and sewage treatment and waste management, and ‘Sundsvall 
vatten’, which is responsible for the local water supply.   

As a result of its industrial heritage, Sundsvall has experienced a range of 
environmental problems, like industrial emissions to air and water, industrial 
waste and heavy air pollution.  It had come to be labelled as the ‘dirty man’ 
of Sweden (Pearce, 1995). By the end of the 1980s, however, the local 
politicians decided to change this image, and since the 1990s there has been a 
strong political prioritisation of the environment. One of the most significant 
projects in this direction was the Sundsvall-Timrå environmental project, 
initiated in 1989 by a government commission of inquiry with the aim to 
substantially improve the state of (the local) environment within ten years. In 
Sweden, appointing a commission of inquiry by the Swedish government is 
often done in advance of preparing legislation of policy. The commission is 
 

                                                      
42 The boards are divided into different areas and these are; children – and education, real 
estate, office of the executive board, culture and leisure, land surveyor, environment, social 
service, city planning and finally labour-market and integration.  
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set up by a group of experts who are to assess and make recommendations 
on a specific topic, in this case the state of the environment in the region of 
Sundsvall and its neighbouring municipality Timrå. The government directed 
the commission to take initiatives and propose measures to improve the 
environment in the region within ten years. The government viewed the 
project as experimental, with the intention that it would act as a catalyst to 
inspire progressive environmental work in other parts of the country. To 
fulfil this aim, the commission, which was comprised of both local politi-
cians, representatives from the industry, local administrators and one nation-
nal expert, was given 13 million SKr.  By Swedish standards, that is a very 
sizable grant for a small region such as Sundsvall-Timrå to receive.  

A number of projects were initiated on topics ranging from industrial 
waste and public transport to ecological planning and forestry. Along with 
the projects, reference groups including representatives from local organisa-
tions, local authorities, the public and the industry, were formed to identify 
environmental problems, forecast environmental trends and suggest future 
initiatives for a more environmental friendly region. The final report “Rent 
till 2000” (Clean by 2000) was presented to the government, the public, the 
local politicians and the local industry in 1990 (SOU 1990:102). One year 
later, in 1991, most of the recommendations were accepted by the city 
council in Sundsvall.  

As a direct response to the environmental project, the city council 
adopted a local environmental plan for Sundsvall covering many of the 
proposals from the report. The plan defined 120 points of action.  Each of 
these action points is linked to a certain environmental problem and 
specifics, such as what needs to be addressed to solve the problem, who is 
responsible for carrying out the work, and a time horizon for the implemen-
tation phase (Sundsvall municipality, 1991). To be able to follow up the work 
presented in the environmental plan, measures and indicators had to be 
defined. The first environmental balance sheet including measures and 
indicators was launched the same year, in 1991. The purpose of the balance 
sheet was to describe, on an annual basis, the local environmental conditions 
and what was done by the local authority in order to improve the situation. 
In 2002, the environmental balance sheet introduced a public health perspec-
tive and was broadened to a ‘life environmental balance sheet’ (LEBS), 
representing a broader perspective of sustainability. The national environ-
mental quality objectives constitute the core of the balance sheets, and 
indicators are used to show local progress towards the objectives. In my 
analysis the five balance sheets between 2000 and 2004 will be scrutinised 
together with the local public health indicators developed in the beginning of 
the 1990s.  
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Having presented the relevant contextual factors in each of the munici-
palities, it is time to move on to the empirical analyses of the seven indicator 
systems. The aim is to discover what role they play in local politics with 
regard to the tension in governance between democracy and efficiency. 
Stockholm’s three systems are scrutinised first, followed by the two in Växjö, 
and finally the two systems in Sundsvall. 
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Chapter 6 
 

Stockholm’s indicators  

Three of Stockholm’s indicator systems are examined in this study: the 
Agenda 21 indicators, the Stockholm Environmental programme and the 
European Common Indicators. Each of the systems will be analysed accord-
ing to the four headings introduced in the theoretical chapter: (1) framing the 
indicators, (2) the process and the stakeholders, (3) the administrative 
context, and (4) how are they understood. Each theme is broken down into 
research questions relevant for the overall question of the indicators’ role in 
local politics. Some of the questions function as descriptive, while others 
have a more analytical character. The analysis is conducted in an institutional 
as well as a discursive manner. Hence, the chosen methods are dependent 
upon the character of the question. This analytical logic defines the structure 
the following two chapters as well.   

The Agenda 21 indicators 
Stockholm was one of the first municipalities in Sweden to develop pure 
Agenda 21 indicators with an ambitious method including citizens and other 
stakeholders. The indicator system is of particular interest to analyse because 
of its long history in the organisation (ten years, which is a long period for 
sustainability indicators), and its direct intent to be a citizen-oriented project.   

Framing the indicators 
In total, there are 21 indicators, including democracy issues and economic, 
social and environmental concern. Thus the scope of the indicators is quite 
wide. There are indicators that measure on an individual level, like “people 
disturbed by noise” and “pedestrians and people biking”, as well as those 
measuring on a more aggregated city level, like “amount of waste” and “level 
of employment”.  The aim of the indicators was to identify tangible measure-
ments of Agenda 21 related issues and to let the citizens of Stockholm 
decide, through the indicators, what they wanted the local Agenda21 work to 
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be about. As the table below shows, the distribution of indicators between 
the four themes ranges from seven indicators relating to the environment, 
four indicators relating to each of the economy and democracy theme, and 
six indicators linked to the social development theme.   

Table 6.1     Stockholm’s Agenda 21 indicators  

Environment Economy Social development Democracy 

Energy use  Level of education Asthma among 
the population 

Commitment 
on ideal basis 

Amount of waste  Level of employment Economic security First time voters  

Supply of heavy metals Sales of eco-labelled 
provisions 

Fear of violence  Taking part in society 

CO2 emissions  Secure traffic Children’s time 
with adults 

Youths’ influence on 
the social development 

Days with good air quality  People disturbed by noise  

People travelling 
with public transport  

 People’s time spent in 
parks and nature spots 

 

Pedestrians and bikers    

Source: Stockholm Agenda 21 indicators, 1999 
 

The process and the stakeholders 
Here, the development process, the administrative context, and the actors 
involved in the work will be mapped and described. Since the process of 
defining the indicators was a very ambitious, participatory project involving 
citizens in several ways during a quite long period of time, it will be described 
in detail.  

Stockholm is one of a minority of Swedish municipalities that has not 
formally adopted a Local Agenda 21 plan in the city council43. Yet the 
Agenda 21 work had already begun in 1994/95 when an Agenda 21 office, 
with two full time employees and one secretary, was installed at the local 
environmental administration. Their task was to initiate and coordinate local 

 

                                                      
43 According to Edström and Eckerberg (2002), 70 % of the Swedish municipalities had 
adopted a Local Agenda 21 in 2001. 



 

 119 

environmental activities, exhibitions and information campaigns, as well as 
steer local projects that involved citizens, like “environmental marking” of 
shops (which was later passed over to the Swedish Society for Nature 
Conservation). A specific web page was created to keep citizens and others 
updated on the local Agenda 21 activities and the work of the Agenda 21 
office. However, their most ambitious project was the task to initiate and 
lead the process of developing indicators linked to Agenda 21.  

“In 1996, we first went to this international conference in Istanbul, where 
we realised that indicators was something that everybody talked about, 
from the UN and the international level to the local level and we realised 
that we had to bring this back to Stockholm. Later the same year, we 
went to US and visited Seattle and learned about their work with sustain-
ability indicators […] from them we gained the inspiration and courage to 
start the process.” (Interview 16) 

‘Sustainable Seattle’, referred to at the first UN Habitat conference in Istan-
bul in 1996, was presented as a good example of successful sustainability 
politics at the local level, in particular the city of Seattle‘s work with 
sustainability indicators. Since Stockholm’s Agenda 21 office had received a 
relatively large budget with which to kick off their work, they decided to visit 
Seattle to learn more about sustainability indicator projects. In Seattle, the 
work had been very much concentrated on public participation and stake-
holder involvement, such as round-table discussions with citizens and other 
parties. This was a bottom-up perspective in line with the original Agenda 21 
intentions and it became the method that Stockholm later utilised in their 
own work. Inspired by the success of the ‘Sustainable Seattle’ project, the 
Agenda 21 office decided to give priority to the ideas of participatory 
democracy, citizen involvement and round-table discussions.   

In 1997, the citizens of Stockholm were invited by the office to discuss 
and define sustainability indicators from their own perspective. This became 
probably one of the most ambitious projects of involving citizens in local 
policy making that has ever taken place in a local Swedish context. A 
campaign was launched in the Stockholm underground transport where city 
officers handed out leaflets and brochures about Agenda 21 and the indica-
tor project. Via the campaign, the citizens were invited to the process and 
encouraged to give their suggestions and preferences of what they wanted to 
be indicated by, and included in, the indicators. Another platform for getting 
information, specifically targeted towards citizens, was the local Agenda 21 
web page. The web page was interactive, in that citizens could participate in 
the defining process by leaving suggestions regarding indicators via the web 
page.  
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More than 11.000 ideas and suggestions were received from the public via 
the underground campaign and the webpage. All the ideas were sorted by the 
Agenda 21 office and arranged into five major groups, as defined by the 
citizens to be the most important issues to work with. (1) a clean and safe 
city, (2) fewer cars and improved public transport, (3) reduced resource 
consumption, (4) reduced litter in the countryside/nature, (5) opportunities 
for expression of public opinion. After this clustering of the issues, the next 
step was to arrange round-table discussions with different stakeholders. 
Collaboration started with the department of Industrial Environmental 
Chemistry at the Royal Institute of Technology (KTH)44 in Stockholm. The 
contribution from the researchers was primarily the use of the PICABUE 
method in the working process. As described in chapter two, this method is 
a process-related framework focusing on the construction and selection of 
sustainability indicators. Several round-table discussions were initiated, and 
citizens and representatives from the industry and organisations were invited 
in order to work with the five sustainability themes and to reduce the indica-
tors to a more manageable number. The five discussion areas, based on the 
five initial themes, were in turn linked to the four dimensions of ecology, 
economy, society and democracy. This was done in order to make an explicit 
link to sustainable development. A group comprised of leading officers and 
directors in the city administration, as well as directors from the large local 
industries responsible for water and energy, among other things, formed a 
reference group whose role was to give advice and input to the process. 

During the round-table discussions, 360 indicators out of the initial thou-
sands of suggestions were crystallised. This set of nearly 400 indicators was 
then processed again in a final sequence of seminars with different stake-
holders (mainly from NGOs and the industry). This resulted in the final set 
of 21 indicators, which was approved by the city council in 1999. 

When the process of defining the indicators started, the city had twenty 
four Agenda 21 coordinators at the city district level, working to establish the 
idea of Agenda 21 in citizens’ daily lives. According to the coordinators, they 
were the ones working closest to the people, since the city district level was 
initiated partly to bring politics closer to the public, as discussed in the 
former chapter. However, despite this obvious link or closeness to the 
people, the coordinators did not naturally become involved in the indicator 
work. 

 

 

                                                      
44 The Swedish name of The Royal Institute of Technology is Kungliga Tekniska Högskolan 
(KTH), hence the acronym KTH will from now on be used.   



 

 121 

“Only a few of us [Agenda 21 coordinators] were invited to chair a 
round-table discussion, which I thought was very strange since it would 
have been more logical if all the coordinators had chaired and participated 
in the round-tables, since we had started to actually establish relations 
with the citizens through our own small projects. I felt that they [the 
Agenda 21 office] never saw us as a valuable resource to the work.” 
(Interview 34) 

Apparently, the communication between the Agenda 21 office and the city 
district Agenda 21 coordinators was quite poor, and several of the coordi-
nators felt isolated from the work initiated from the office. One important 
factor to the dysfunctional relationship between the central office and the 
Agenda 21 coordinators was the unclear division of responsibility. Both the 
central office and the coordinators felt that the Agenda 21 issue primarily 
belonged to them. The Agenda 21 office was supposed to coordinate the 
work, rather than actually steer it. However, the office initiated the idea with 
the indicators and was in charge of the work. Instead of seeing the coordina-
tors as valuable resources for the continuation of the work, the office did not 
really acknowledge them. Besides, the office existed before the Agenda 21 
coordinators had been designated at the city district level, which may be part 
of the explanation for why it did not really include the coordinators from the 
beginning. In the round-table process, as pointed out in the quote above, 
most of the coordinators were not invited to participate or chair the discus-
sions; in fact, most of the chairmen were appointed because of their capacity 
in the environmental area, rather than their profile within the public realm. 
An argument put forward by the coordinators was that, because they had 
started to build relationships with their local inhabitants, they should have 
been much more involved in the discussions from the beginning. They felt 
that their mandate to a large extent were to bring citizens closer to the 
Agenda 21 work and make them feel that they themselves “owned” the 
Agenda 21 issue in their local city district (interviews 9, 34).   

In 2000, the city executive board decided that from 2001 the responsi-
bility for the local Agenda 21 work should be transferred from the environ-
mental administration and the Agenda 21 office to the city district level. In 
2001, the office was closed down. Since then, both the coordinators and the 
local official in charge of the Agenda 21 indicators at the environmental 
monitoring unit confirm that the relationship between the two levels has 
improved. Among other things, the coordinators now have their own 
network, which has been supported and encouraged from the environmental 
administration. This is much appreciated since it facilitates communication 
between the two levels.  

The distribution of power among the involved actors in the Agenda 21 
work has shifted over the years. From the beginning, the Agenda 21 office at 
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city level was in control of the process regarding the indicators since they 
had resources in terms of founding and personnel with a fixed purpose of 
initiating the project of defining the indicators and delivering results. It was 
probably a good strategy to have a clear vision (and mission) of putting 
Stockholm on the national and international agenda as a very good example 
of Agenda 21 work related to indicators, certainly when it came to convinc-
ing politicians and external actors to become interested in and supporting the 
initiative. Local politicians are always interested in further supporting pro-
jects that get international recognition for the municipality.   

It is evident that the administrative context surrounding the Agenda 21 
indicator process involved many different actors, including citizens. It was 
also the ambition of the responsible officers to steer the process in a partici-
patory manner. But because of an unclear division of responsibility and lack 
of communication between the Agenda 21 office at the environmental 
administration and the Agenda 21 coordinators at the city district level, the 
indicators were never established at the sub-local level. When the city 
districts were given responsibility for the Agenda 21 work in 2001, the 
responsibility for the indicators remained at the environmental monitoring 
unit and changed name from the ‘Agenda 21 Indicators’ to the ‘People of 
Stockholm’s Indicators for Sustainable Development’.  

Moving from the stakeholders and the working process of defining the 
indicators to the indicators as such, the focus will now be on how the indica-
tors are understood by those working with them.    

How are the indicators understood by the politicians and officers? 

What ‘problem’ does the Agenda 21 indicators seem to represent? 

The Agenda 21 indicators were very much seen as communication tools that 
provided information and knowledge to the citizens about the development 
in the city. Citizens were the obvious target group, and informing the citizens 
about the work was seen as an issue of democracy.   

Quote I  
“[The Agenda 21 indicators are] a tool to reach the citizens – information 
and communication tools to broaden the sustainable development 
dialogue.” (Interview 24) 

Quote II 
“It is very important that the indicators simplify the complex links so that 
they facilitate communication – that is also a democratic issue – the 
public should have the right to understand the information we provide.” 
(Interview 16) 
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Quote III 
“I believe the indicators should be a good communication instrument.” 
(Interview 40) 

Quote IV 
“The 21 Agenda 21 indicators should point to development trends in the 
city at the same time as they should provide for increased knowledge.” 
(City of Stockholm, 2002) 

Several of the interviews also describe the indicators as functioning as tools 
to stimulate citizens, as well as other stakeholders, and to make the public 
feel engaged and committed to them. Hence, not only should they be infor-
mative tools to be communicated to the citizens, but their aim is also to 
influence the citizens by creating a feeling of responsibility at the individual 
level. 

Quote I 
“Their aim is to increase enthusiasm and make people feel engaged in 
them and to create a form of commitment among the stakeholders. It 
should be easily understandable and promote action – it is important that 
you feel your individual role in the indicator. Individual actions should 
influence the indicator, a means to link the global issues to the individual 
action so that the link becomes visible and clear. But it is important to 
remember that different indicators have different aims – some are tar-
geted to politicians and experts and they may just show the state of some-
thing.” (Interview 37) 

Quote II 
“The Agenda 21 indicators for a sustainable development in Stockholm 
should show the direction of the development in Stockholm. They should 
also be a tool that stimulates individuals, entrepreneurs, organizations, 
officials and politicians to reflect and take responsibility for a living 
process that will strengthen a sustainable development.”(City of Stock-
holm, 1999b) 

Accordingly, indicators are not viewed as neutral in the process, but rather 
they are normative and should play an active role in the process. The strong 
emphasis on the indicators being seen as tools for communication to the 
citizens adds a democratic perspective to their problem representation. In 
particular, the indicators are seen as an answer to the lack of dialogue 
between the administration and the politicians on the one hand and the 
citizens on the other.  

Parallel to the articulated need for better communication, many of the 
interviewees express concern about the fact that the idea of Agenda 21 still 
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seems to have a hard time being accepted and credited in practice (but not in 
theory)45. One of the officers provides this view of Agenda 21.    

“I think that the environment and the Agenda 21 still suffer from a kind 
of töntstämpel [eccentric image]. The ones absorbed by this talk about 
environment, lifestyle, society in other terms than hard facts. Therefore, it 
can be important to complement the arguments and the discussions with 
hard facts, and I believe we can calculate and count much more of the 
environment, even adult education and soft measures in the area. It is a 
method to reach others…I mean those that do not listen to anything 
else…but foremost, the indicators become very concrete, it makes it 
simple to show whether we become better or worse.” (interview 9).  

As articulated in the quote, the indicators are thus ascribed the aim of 
proving a more rational and ‘hard fact’ shaped image to the Agenda 21 issue, 
which is seen as necessary in order to balance the idea of Agenda 21 being 
just about ‘soft issues’ and therefore not taken seriously. Clearly, it was 
important to get support from the ‘ones’ talking about the environment, 
lifestyle and society in terms of ‘hard facts’ – they must understand and 
accept the work with the Agenda 21 because it is those persons who are seen 
as important, in that they can make a change. At the same time as being seen 
as communication tools to the citizens, there was also a desire to use the 
indicators as a mean to concretizes Agenda 21 and make it calculable and 
measurable, thus two problems were addressed by the indicators.   

Obtaining legitimacy for the indicators 

Certainly, a clever move by the administration was to make sure that the 
stakeholders invited to the developing process actually influenced the final 
output. Nevertheless, it is important to pose questions about who was 
perceived to possess the most important knowledge and what role experts 
and science played. Knowledge implies power; and depending on who is 
accredited with knowledge-input in the developing process, the indicators 
may be represented differently. To make the Agenda 21 efforts legitimate 
and politically justifiable, the Agenda 21 office invited scientists to participate 
early in the process. The collaboration with researches at the Department of 
Chemical Engineering and Technology at the KTH was initiated from the 
beginning. They were given the task to develop a scientifically sound method 
to be used in the process of defining the Agenda 21 indicators. The 
PICABUE method was presented to the officers, and thereby they got a 
scientific legitimacy to the project by using the method in the work.  
 

                                                      
45 See, for example, interviews: 24, 16, 37, 33, 9, 39, 40, 1 
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It is interesting to look more close to the proposals and working papers 
produced by the researchers as they do not focus on the indicators as tools 
for communication but rather see them as scientific products. The quote 
below shows that the researchers’ view indicators as a scientific instrument 
that can mainly be categorised according to three groups: 

“Distinct indicators measure only one thing and have no value loaded 
content, i.e. unemployment among youth or the concentration of nitro-
gen in the sea. Comparative indicators are indicators that compare with 
other places, i.e. the average water consumption in the city compared 
with other European cities’ water consumption. Direct indicators focus 
more on the direction than the number itself. With direct indicators, it is 
more important to show whether the work is going in the right direction, 
than to describe the exact distance to reach the goal/…/ All three types 
of indicators may be needed to complement one another and the design 
of the indicators is dependent upon the context in which they will be 
used and who will be the user.” (Brandt et al., 1997:8)  

In the sheet, distinct indicators are seen as value free, which is regarded as a 
desirable characteristic since it means that they measure what they are 
supposed to measure – i.e. the unemployment rate or nitrogen concentra-
tion. What is problematic in this text is a total lack of discussing alternative 
ways of apprehending the indicators’ contents, and even more interesting, 
whether the chosen indicators do correspond to what they are supposed to 
measure. Indicators are assumed to represent distinctiveness, comparative-
ness or directness – other types of indicators are not addressed nor discus-
sed. Interestingly, in the final Agenda 21 indicator document there is no 
reference made to these categories and the interviewees did not mentioned 
these categories, which may suggest that ‘scientific’ legitimacy is most 
important in the initial phase of the process when ‘selling’ the issue and 
framing the problem. The target group is then the politicians. No discussion 
seems to have been initiated by the researchers about the problem: that 
including issues means excluding other issues. Instead, the researchers 
wished for a debate that departed from the standpoint that indicators should 
be seen as objective and impartial, in order to avoid a focus on the indicator 
itself. Yet the indicators were ascribed both power and a possibility to 
influence politics. 

“Indicators are tools to inform about a systems status. When they are 
used, and whether or not they are designed in a good or bad way, they are 
powerful and have big influence on decision making processes. For that 
reason, a discussion about the indicator itself can easily arise instead of 
the information (area) that it [the indicator] is intended to cover. If one 
uses a method to create indicators that are accepted by both decision 
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makers and users of the indicators, it may help to keep the debate on an 
impartial level.” (Brandt et al., 1997:19).  

By admitting the inherent power in indicators in decision-making processes, 
and at the same time giving the advice to not discuss the indicators, seems 
like a contradiction. By separating the indicators from the information 
carried by the indicators, and at the same time advising the use of the 
PICABUE method (which suggests public participation, roundtables and 
other means to secure the interests of the citizens), the researchers are 
creating inconsistency between their proposed method and their practice. 

With regards to the researchers and the scientific input, the reference 
group that was formed of “important” and powerful chief officers from the 
administration and leaders from the industry played a “legitimizing” role in 
the process. The purpose of the reference group was to spread the informa-
tion about and get support for the Agenda 21 work in the overall city admi-
nistration and the local business community. In practice, it turned out that 
the regulatory meetings that the group had formed became more of a forum 
for networking and ‘informal decision-making’ upon other issues than those 
relating to the Agenda 21 work.  

“[…] for example, at one Agenda 21 reference group meeting the first 
decision about the ecological venture of Hammarby Sjöstad46 was taken.” 
(Interview 16)  

According to one of the officers, it was good that these meetings were used 
for things other than purely Agenda 21 issues. Getting these important and 
powerful individuals together was seen as a step forward in the overall 
sustainable development of Stockholm. It also raised the status of the Agen-
da 21 issue, even though the participants in the group did not express a very 
strong commitment to the agenda issue as such. 

Science has been an important legitimizing aspect of the indicators, and 
according to the officers, the issue needs to be made a bit more ‘scientific’ in 
terms of being concrete and measurable in order to receive support and trust 
from the political leadership. But the role of the reference group also showed 
that certain “important” individuals ascribed with power can be equally 
important to involve since they can provide the issue with status, at least they 
were (partly) picked to the group for that reason.     
 

                                                      
46 Hammarby Sjöstad is a newly build housing area in Stockholm (1995-2005), marketing 
themselves as a modern project reflecting  the “new urbanism” of neighbourhoods that are 
made up of ecological friendly solutions yet providing all kinds of services, shops and restau-
rants.   
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In 1997, Stockholm was awarded the European Commission prize: “Euro-
pean Sustainable City Award”. As a result of this award, Stockholm became 
internationally renowned as a model of urban sustainability. This, in turn, led 
to the chairmanship of the European network ‘Eurocities’, between 1998 
and 2000. Collaboration between the European Commission and the Euro-
cities network further led to the initiative and development of the European 
Common Indicators, and naturally Stockholm played a role in that work. So, 
in terms of receiving legitimacy for the work, the international recognition 
certainly heightened the status of the project among the financially respon-
sible politicians.    

Owning the issue 

In theory, the aim should naturally be linked to the content and scope of the 
indicators. In relation to the participatory process of defining the indicators 
with invited citizens and stakeholders, it is of interest to analyze how much 
power the citizens seemed to have over the final indicators content. What 
role did access to data played in the formulation of the indicators? Willing-
ness of the administration to work with suggested indicators despite a 
possible lack of data shows a will to not exclude issues or narrow down the 
scope of possible indicators beforehand. 

“E: Did access to data shape the indicators at all? 
X: The opposite 
E: So that was not an aspect supposed to guide the selection? 
X: No, it was of secondary importance. Rather, we wanted to know what 
people and other actors thought were important questions for a sustain-
able development in Stockholm. So, it was not supposed to be a require-
ment. “47  (Interview 24) 

This officer expressed a keen ear for the publics’ ideas, and this is in line with 
what was emphasized in the Agenda 21 document from the UNCED meet-
ing in 1992. The philosophy behind the project in Stockholm was not to 
identify indicators according to a stringent scientific method, where avail-
ability of statistics and measurability, among other variables, decided the 
indicators, but instead what the actors/stakeholders and the citizens found 
relevant to assess. A closer look at local statistics suggests that certain 
indicators like ‘time children spend with adults as they grow up’ made it 
through the process to the final set, despite the lack of previous data on this 
variable at the local level (City of Stockholm, 2001). Hence, the municipality 
decided to develop new ways to measure this indicator, which shows that the 
 

                                                      
47 E means the interviewer and X means the respondent.    
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intention of including new ideas of measuring sustainable development was 
taken seriously by the officers. This further defines the picture of a working 
procedure in line with a “true” grass root perspective. 

The PICABUE method advocates active participation of several actors in 
society in the indicator developing process as a democratic principle. But 
there are two main problems here. First, active participation is neither 
defined nor discussed. The text does not give any clue as to what participa-
tion means and who should be invited to participate. Second, because of the 
non-problematisation of the concept of participation, the underlying 
assumption is that participation is seen as the same as a democratic process 
and that a participatory element in the process “guarantees” its democratic 
intentions. No distinction is made between being invited to participate in a 
process, and being invited to participate and having the mandate to influence 
the process.  

As pointed out earlier, an important aim of the indicators was to function 
as communication and information means to the citizens, which is then also 
motivated from a democratic perspective. One officer expressed the ‘demo-
cratic right’ as the right to understand information from the administration 
and the politicians.  

“We show many graphs, and that is often very hard to understand…and 
experts are very good in creating graphs, and of course we should not 
underestimate ordinary people’s ability, but sometimes I think we do miss 
the target. And of course, this type of facts is good for experts, but for 
people in general I think it is meaningless. In that perspective, anything 
that can illustrate difficult connections in an easy and communicative way, 
that is a democratic question, because people should have the right to 
understand all kinds of information.” (Interview 16)  

Experts create the method for presenting the indicators, but the general 
public may not understand. Therefore indicators can be used as the bridge 
between the ‘difficult’ and ‘complicated’ expert-related world of numbers 
and the ordinary citizens’ world. Though, what is not further problematised 
was that the ‘experts’ interpret the facts in the first place, and later the same 
facts have to be simplified for and interpreted (or re-interpreted) by the 
citizens –  a classical top-down policy perspective is thus revealed. Usually 
the idea of Agenda 21 represents bottom-up approaches in policy making. 
Another officer also points to the “rift” between experts and citizens. 

“I think a lot about something that will be extremely important; it is the 
issue of what the indicators represent to ordinary people. Nothing! They 
are for experts, who understand what indicators are.” (Interview 24)   
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With this quote, the important issue of ownership is made concrete. If the 
indicators, which are targeting the citizens, do not represent anything for 
their target group, what are they worth in the end? If the target group does 
not feel that they “own” their issue, it may be difficult to create support for 
and engagement in the indicators by the citizens. Feeling ownership of an 
issue increases the chances of being committed to it.  As one of the leading 
officers (from the initiating process of developing the indicators) concludes: 

“A good indicator should promote action and it is important that you feel 
your individual role related to the indicator. Your own individual action 
should influence the indicator, which will make the link between the 
global issues and individual actions to become clear […] It is important to 
create a commitment to the indicators among the citizens and the stake-
holders – if people feel committed to the indicators they will also be 
much more devoted to the process of influencing the indicator towards 
progress.” (Interview 37)     

To meet this stipulation most of the politicians and officers seemed to agree 
about the importance of using as many individual linked indicators as 
possible, following the argument that it may be too difficult for the citizens 
to relate their own actions and behaviour to indicators that are on too 
aggregated of a level. So, when examining the indicators from the individual 
action related point of view it is certainly clear that 14 of the 21 indicators 
are related to individuals’ action48. They were measured on an individual level 
like ‘the energy use’, ‘the number of people travelling by public transport’, 
‘the number of persons afraid of violence’ and ‘the election turnout among 
first-time voters’. The idea is that individual commitment means increased 
devotion to act in order to make progress toward the goal being indicated49.  
But what is left un-problematised both by the officers, politicians and in the 
documents is the question: how to get to ‘own’ an indicator? 

 

                                                      
48 Those not aggregated on an individual level are: supply of heavy metals, days with good air 
quality, level of education, level of employment, sales of eco-labelled provisions and asthma 
among the population.  
49 See, for example, interviews 37 and 9. 



 

 130 

Democratic ideal promoted  

It has been suggested that one way to create feelings of commitment and 
ownership of the indicators is to invite citizens to participate in the shaping 
process (interview 37). According to a local citizen survey50 carried out by 
the environmental administration in 2001, many people wanted more infor-
mation, in general, and many people felt they couldn’t influence politics and 
therefore felt they did not participate in decision making processes (Citizen 
survey, 2001). Most of the officers seemed oriented towards a participatory 
process, as they regularly referred to citizens as important participants in 
policy making processes. But this viewpoint was not shared by most of the 
politicians. Instead, they expressed concern and hesitation to bring the public 
into the policy making processes.  

Quote I  
“It is very positive that stakeholders and citizens work with politicians in 
trying to develop society. I find that positive. But at the same time they 
should not “overrule” the democratic possibilities to influence.” 
(Interview 50)   

Quote II 
“I do not think the city council meetings are that fun to listen to, not for 
ordinary people. Sure, I want a dialogue with the people other than the 
ones already organized, with strong voices already. It is very difficult, 
participatory democracy, many things to take into account…you cannot 
just invite people to the decision making process.” (Interview 6) 

Quote III 
 “Representative democracy means to represent all –not the ones with the 
strongest voices – which could be the case if we opened up the meetings 
for the public. Who would attend these meetings? Well probably the most 
organized citizens and then they became double represented. Therefore it 
is not a good idea to open up the meetings.” (Interview 25)   

The positions put forward in these quotes portray the politicians as defensive 
and suspicious towards more public participation in politics. Three main 
arguments against public participation can be identified.  First, the politicians 
believe that politics is boring for ordinary people. They doubt that anyone 
would attend the meetings if they were open to the public, and so it is 

 

                                                      
50 The citizen survey focused on how the citizens viewed their city (Stockholm) with respect 
to sustainable development at the city district level. It was commissioned by the environmen-
tal administration and it was based on the Agenda 21 indicators, the then proposed environ-
mental programme 2002-2006 and the ECIs.     
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meaningless to invite them. Second, it is claimed that representative demo-
cracy implies that the citizens already exercise power by choosing politicians 
to represent their beliefs and will. And third, the risk of organized citizens 
being double represented since are the ones most likely to attend the 
meetings. This is not fair to the rest of the population, according to the 
politician. A fourth view, expressed in several other interviews51, is that 
citizens cannot provide any new insights to the issues and processes, and 
therefore, it is a waste of time to include them. This view confirms the 
citizens’ feelings of being alienated from politics, a view articulated in the 
citizen survey from 2002. But it also shed light on the matter of possessing 
knowledge; many of the politicians’ ideas of what should be considered as 
important knowledge can be traced back to a traditional trust in expertise (as 
the most legitimate form of knowledge), but also in their own knowledge. 
Politicians represent the public knowledge, since citizens have delegated their 
knowledge and input to politicians’. Because of this ‘contract’ of the repre-
sentative democratic ideal between politicians and citizens, the latter’s 
demand to be more directly involved in decision-making processes is some-
times seen as problematic and even un-valid by the former.  

In practice, the participatory spirit from the Agenda 21 work disappeared 
with the close down of the Agenda 21 office. With the change in political 
power from a Social Democratic majority to a conservative local government 
in 1998, the Agenda 21 issue in general lost legitimacy and political support. 
One interpretation of the decision to close down the Agenda 21 office and 
move the work to the sub-local level is that the administration at the city 
level was no longer commissioned by the politicians to prioritise the work. 
However, by letting the city districts finally have (almost) total responsibility 
for the issue, it was made more accessible to the citizens (in theory) and the 
Agenda 21 coordinators were perhaps more widely recognised than before. 
The problem however was that the same political majority (the conservative 
led bloc) decreased the number of city district councils, since they did not 
believe in the idea of a sub-local level. Hence, the financial and, therefore 
also the political, support for all Agenda 21 related work was cut (interviews 
25, 39). In practice, this also meant that the political support for more public 
participation in the political processes decreased, since it was basically only 
Agenda 21 related projects that used participatory methods, like the indicator 
development. 

 

                                                      
51 See, for example, interviews 22 and 25. 
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Incentives to work with the indicators 

From the analysis, it is clear that there are several reasons behind being 
involved in the work with the Agenda 21 indicators. For the officers at the 
Agenda 21 office who initiated the whole process, it was not only a task for 
the city and the environmental administration but also a chance for them as 
individuals to shape a policy output in detail. They enjoyed full power over 
the financial resources given by the politicians, which in practice meant that 
they got the power to interpret the local Agenda 21 mission from the 
national level. They decided how it was supposed to be implemented in the 
city of Stockholm. The staff at the former office describes the whole process 
as “happy” and “inspiring years” and indicates that as a team they functioned 
very well together. Early on they saw the potential of indicators relating to 
sustainable development as a powerful tool for citizen engagement. Both the 
politicians and the officers agreed that the office was the most important 
source of inspiration and driving force behind the whole indicator project. 
The missing (or poorly developed) link to the sub-local level and the Agenda 
21 coordinators provides further support to the view that the office was 
interested in the project as an individual challenge.  The fact that it seemed 
more significant to involve “important” stakeholders than the coordinators 
in the process indicates that there never was any real ambition to anchor the 
project in the organisation. The officers the Agenda 21 office never men-
tioned the importance of anchoring the process in the organisation so that 
the actual use of the indicators would be easier to implement. This did not 
seem to be the focus, which indicates that it was the process of developing 
the indicators that was challenging, rather than establishing the project in the 
organisation.  

The politicians were persuaded by the officers in charge to support the 
project.  The officers realized that the unique participatory process, if carried 
out as planned, would give Stockholm international credibility as a pioneer in 
local public participation. This became reality in 1998 when Stockholm was 
awarded the ‘Eurocities’ prize for the best sustainable city. This, in turn, gave 
Stockholm the chair position of the European-based network Eurocities for 
a two year period. International recognition and credibility always spur 
political support for an issue, and several of the politicians being interviewed 
here refer to this time as “dynamic”, “interesting” and “inspiring” (interviews 
35, 40).   
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Summing up the Agenda 21 indicator analysis 
The indicators served to realise a public participatory process of Agenda 21 
in Stockholm and to reflect the citizen’s opinions about what to indicate and 
hence work with in Agenda 21 related issues. In Stockholm, sustainability 
indicators were an integral part of a participatory process, reflecting the 
citizen’s opinions about the issues of importance with regards to Agenda 21.  
The indicators were broad in scope, covering the three aspects of environ-
mental, economic and social concern as well as an explicit democratic 
concern. The formal responsibility for the work was put on the Agenda 21 
office, based at the environmental administration. They initiated a participa-
tory process of developing the indictors, inspired by the famous “sustainable 
Seattle” urban sustainability project, and they managed to get political 
support for the “new” working methods focusing on strong citizen partici-
pation from the political majority at the time (1995), the Social Democrats, 
the Left party and the Greens. However, the Agenda 21 office did not 
successfully anchor the Agenda 21 indicators within the administration at all 
vertical levels (from the overall administration to the district level).   Many of 
the local Agenda 21 coordinators felt left outside in the work. The result of 
the exclusion of the Agenda 21 coordinators was that a gap was created 
between the two levels, which probably could have been avoided if the 
coordinators had been much more involved from the beginning.  

It is obvious that the Agenda 21 office served as a catalyst in introducing 
the idea of sustainability indicators to the city of Stockholm but their officers 
seemed more eager to involve stakeholders from outside the administration 
than from within. The lack of coordination and (more importantly) coopera-
tion between the city level and the district level may be one of the reasons 
why it was difficult to implement the indicators at the district level. Hence, 
the feedback to the citizens from the defining process with the campaign in 
the subway transport system and the round-table discussion was limited. The 
international recognition the city obtained for its grass-roots work spread the 
idea of Agenda 21 outside the internal administration. In line with the 
participatory and democracy agenda in the ideal typology, the Agenda 21 
indicators did receive political support.  

Stakeholders from the local businesses, NGOs, high officers and citizens 
participated in round-tables, seminars and via the local webpage that was 
created specially for the process. The variety and number of outside actors, 
such as the industry and NGOs, indicate the success of the project in spread-
ing interest in the issue horizontally, that is, outside the city’s environmental 
administration. Clearly the indicators were seen as a communication tool, 
mainly between the administration and the citizens, who were also defined as 
the target group for the indicators. Several of the officers in charge of the 
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process explicitly mentioned the importance creating a feeling of ownership 
of the indicators amongst the citizens. But because the relation to the city 
district level was not very well developed from the office, this ownership was 
not fully realized in practice. In the light of this, it is worth mentioning that 
the Agenda 21 indicators have been renamed to ‘Stockholmarnas indikatorer för 
hållbar utveckling’ (the People of Stockholm’s Indicators for Sustainable 
Development’), which may be an attempt to increase the feeling among the 
inhabitants that they own the indicators.  

Legitimacy for the project was sought from scientists at the KTH in 
Stockholm who developed a method for the participatory working procedu-
res. The project became internationally famous and the city got a European 
award, which led to the chairmanship of the network Eurocities between 
1998 and 2000. The information about the indicators was very much targeted 
towards the public, at the expense of the politicians and the city’s other 
administrations (other than the environmental). This means that even though 
the Agenda 21 indicators may have reached “legitimacy” among some of the 
citizens who felt they were targeted, having been informed about the issue 
and the process, the indicators never managed to be a “success” in terms of 
being the evident reference point for sustainable development work at the 
local level. Even if an issue is supported by the citizens, it is not enough if it 
is not receiving the same support from the politicians and public officers in 
the leading roles. Since the indictors were supposed to be a policy, guiding all 
form of sustainable development related policies in the municipality, it is 
necessary to extend the target group and include not just the citizens but also 
the local administrations which, by tradition, have not embraced the Agenda 
21 discourse. They have most often been found within more traditional and 
technocratic shaped environmental discourses. Within these fields, hard 
facts, development, expansion and large-scale solutions usually still prevail 
over soft issues and small-scale solutions when it comes to environmental 
and sustainable development issues. Because the Agenda 21 indicators in 
Stockholm “failed” in terms of targeting the internal organisation, they have 
had a hard time of getting the authority and legitimacy they needed from all 
of the policy sectors in order to become the key guide for the city’s overall 
sustainable development strategy.  

It is important to remember that the process of defining the Agenda 21 
indicators was purely conducted by the administration, and even though it 
was sanctioned by the political level, it never entered the political discussion, 
in terms of board or council meetings. The whole process took part outside 
the city hall and was led by officers, not politicians. When the office was 
closed down in 2000 much of the competence regarding the indictors dis-
appeared as well. With less political support for the issue the indicators have 
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had a hard time surviving in the organisation, although they were used as 
input to two citizen surveys conducted in 2002 and 2004. 

 The Environmental programme  
Almost all Swedish local authorities and cities have their own type of 
environmental programme in order to assess their internal performance, and 
Stockholm is no exception. In fact, the city has had different forms of 
environmental programmes since the middle of 1970s. The programme in 
focus for this analysis is the fifth one, called “Stockholm’s Environmental 
programme – En route to sustainable development”, from 2002.  

Framing the indicators 
There are several programmatic aims: (1) to provide an overall view of 
Stockholm’s environment and highlight the most important environmental 
issues for the city as a whole(2) to help to prioritise the city’s environmental 
work, define the various actors’ rights obligations in the work, and to set 
goals for prioritised areas, (3) to stipulate parameters for following-up work, 
(4) to contribute to the spreading of knowledge, support and guidance to the 
local community, and finally (5) to also be a source of inspiration to various 
stakeholders and the citizens.  

The programme contains six broad headings with intermediate goals and 
indicators. The total number of indicators is 92; however, the table below 
shows only six headings and the intermediate goals. Even though the specific 
indicators are not presented, the intermediate goals give a good overview of 
the themes covered in the programme as well as its general structure.   
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The developing process and actors involved in the work 
The Social Democratic majority began, during their mandate period in 1994-
1998, to develop a new and revised environmental programme for Stock-
holm as a response to the Rio conference in 1992. Every fifth year the city 
revise the environmental programme for Stockholm. The predecessor to the 
“Stockholm’s Environmental programme – En route to sustainable develop-
ment” from 2002 was called “Environment 2000” (Miljö 2000) and was valid 
between 1996 and 2000. Despite the fact that both sustainable development 
and Agenda 21 were mentioned in the programme, its focus was on environ-
mental aspects, as suggested by its title. The link between the different 
dimensions of sustainability and the programme was missing, which indicates 
that the notions of sustainable development and Agenda 21 were mentioned 
only because they had to be, not because their intentions were taken into 
consideration in the programme. In 1997/1998, at the end of their mandate 
period, the Social Democrats realised that a revision of the ‘Environment 
2000’ had to include a broadening of its content to incorporate a wider 
sustainability approach, including a clear linkage to the Agenda 21 work and 
other dimensions of sustainable development.  

One way of realising this was to broaden the involvement of stakeholders 
in the programme-development making process to get more and different 
types of input but also to fulfil the political ambition of supporting participa-
tory initiatives. Compared to the Agenda 21 indicator process, the work with 
the Environmental programme was not as broad in terms of participation 
from actors outside the administration, such as citizens, NGOs and the local 
business. Instead, an internal ‘programme group’ responsible for the revision 
was set up consisting of officers from several units within the administration. 
The environmental monitoring unit coordinated the work. However, in the 
beginning of the work with the new programme the DPSIR model (de-
scribed in chapter two) was used in order to systematise the local environ-
mental problems identified. This was done in order to provide support when 
formulating goals and design indicators for the programme (City of Stock-
holm, 2002).  

The officers in charge were chosen because of earlier work with city pro-
grammes and a general interest in the issue (interview 42). Each of the six 
broad headings (environmentally efficient transport, safe products, sustain-
able energy consumption, ecological planning and management, environ-
mentally efficient waste management, and a healthy indoor environment) 
were allocated a responsible officer who in turn was supposed to use 
his/hers own internal and external networks in an informal way to discuss 
ideas of the programme likewise its content. According to one of the respon-
sible officers, the ambition from the beginning was to have a broad dialogue 
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with the Agenda 21 network at the city district level (as mentioned earlier), 
other city administrations and the local industry. However, because of the 
short deadline, there was little time for this kind of consultation and 
involvement of other stakeholders during the whole programme period, but 
such involvement occurred only briefly in the beginning of the work 
(interview 42). The time period for revising the programme was short, only 
two years, as the old programme was to expire in the end of 2000. 

In 1998, an evaluation of the ‘Environment 2000’ was made by the 
officers responsible for its revision. Their main critique was the lack of 
following-up indicators and the missing link to the Agenda 21 work (inter-
view 49). But when the conservative coalition came into power in the 
autumn of 1998, the work to revise the city’s Environmental programme 
took another turn.  It was deemed that the work with the programme de-
manded a reorganisation of responsibilities at the environmental administra-
tion. The environmental monitoring unit was given full responsibility for the 
work with the programme, as well as all other local programmes linked to 
environmental or health issues, which previously had been dispersed 
throughout the organisation. This new organisational structure meant, on the 
one hand, that the work could be coordinated more easily between the 
different programmes and involved officers and units. The fact that the new 
programme could be linked more easily to the Agenda 21 work, which was 
placed under the same unit, also improved coordination efficiency. But on 
the other hand, the work was already delayed, and these organisational 
changes did put more pressure on the work.  

Despite the short timeframe for the project, twelve different round-tables 
were organised in the autumn of 2001, with invited stakeholders from 
NGOs, citizens and local business. The aim of these discussions was partly 
to let certain groups formulate their visions of a future sustainable Stock-
holm, but also to open up for continuing dialogues between the city’s admi-
nistration and other stakeholders (interview 42). However, because lack of 
time and resources the participatory aspect of the developing process was 
ended much earlier than it was supposed to, as one officer explained (inter-
view 49).  

Despite cutting out the time consuming round-tables from the work, the 
officers became almost desperate for more time to devote to the project. 
They managed to convince the politicians to extend the validity of the pre-
vious programme for one year so that it covered 2001 as well. This gave the 
administration a chance to catch up with the work and in the end of 2001, 
after intense work for several months; they managed to present to the politi-
cians a new revised Environmental programme with a much broader per-
spective than the previous ones. 
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The environment and health board had the formal political duty to adopt the 
programme’ however, this did not occur. Instead, a political battle started 
about the formulations and priorities in the programme, which resulted in 
the board postponed the issue repeatedly. According to the politicians them-
selves, the problem was that they could not agree on the programme’s con-
tent (interviews 1, 8, 51). In particular, the Moderates thought it was much 
more radical in certain questions than they could accept, since it collided 
with interests of building roads and houses. The conflicts within the political 
majority made up of the Moderates, the Liberals, the Christian Democrats 
and the Stockholm Party
53 on arguments for and against the “radical” approach of the programme 
seemed impossible to solve during spring 2002.  The result was that the 
programme could not be adopted until the Social Democratic majority 
regained power in autumn 2002; and it was thus delayed by more than a year. 
As one of the social democratic politicians in the new majority explains: 

“The most important thing when we got the power back was to adopt the 
Environmental programme and make sure it passed through the city 
council so that the officers could start working with the indicators and 
the data collection – without a political decision they could do nothing 
but wait.” (Interview 15)  

Several politicians confirm this view and admit that the regular change of 
political majorities with each election (every fourth year) makes it difficult to 
keep a continuity in the work of the administration. The lack of political 
stability is apparent and becomes a hindrance when, as in this case, the 
guidelines for the work are set by one majority but the political adoption is 
supposed to be done by a different majority. The officers are likely used to 
the fact that the overriding political ideology in the city hall usually changes 
every forth year, but the work with sustainable development and environ-
mental issues are particularly sensitive to political changes. These issues do 
have an inherent complexity, involving all different dimensions in society 
and together with the needed long-term commitment. They are sensible and 
difficult questions for politicians, who more than anything want results from 
their policies, if possible within their four year mandate period.  

 

                                                      
53 The Stockholm Party is a local ‘bourgeois’ party with a clear environmental focus.  
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How are the indicators understood by the politicians and officers? 

What problem do they address? 

Unlike the city’s previous environmental programmes, the one launched in 
2002 clearly had an ambition to include a sustainable development approach, 
visible already in the title, ‘Stockholm Environmental programme – on the 
way to a sustainable development’. Sustainable development had gone from 
only being mentioned in the introductions to former programmes to actually 
setting the approach in this program. But when one looks closer at the aims 
for the programme, no references are made to sustainable development as a 
goal for the work; instead the focus is solely on the environmental aspect. 
The indicators are given as different functions as ‘monitoring tools’, ‘infor-
mation tools’, ‘bridge to reach the citizens’, ‘support tools’, ‘goal definers’, 
and ‘determine the course’ tools. When it comes to their suggested aims and 
what problem they intend to answer one dominating discourse becomes 
visible: achieving efficiency through traditional management principles, in 
accordance with stipulated measurements such as indicators and key objec-
tives. In many ways, it delivers a traditional monitoring approach to solve the 
city’s environmental problems and the concept of sustainable development 
previously given only lip service, rather than being part of the real pro-
gramme content.   

“It [the programme] has been conducted in accordance with the environ-
mental management principles laid down in ISO 14001 […] The 
Environmental programme constitutes a support tool for administrations 
and municipal companies in their efforts to realise the environmental 
policy, and simultaneously ensures that the city’s environmental manage-
ment systems are developed and utilised as the Environmental pro-
gramme’s goals are achieved. The Environmental programme shall be 
followed up within context of the integrated management system and 
through regular environmental audits.” (City of Stockholm, 2002:4) 

Expressions like ‘environmental management principles’, ‘managements 
systems’ and ‘environmental audits’ are common terms used in the business 
sphere and in management discourse. To strengthen the linkage to the 
‘environment as business’ discourse, economy is a heading on its own found 
in the ‘setting the scene’ part of the programme (the first pages of the 
introduction). Here, the need to improve the decision-making basis is 
articulated and framed by the desire to make the goals and measures 
calculable in economic terms – to achieve cost-efficiency. 
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“Greater knowledge of various environmental measures’ cost-efficiency 
can improve the decision-making basis for the city’s associations and 
municipal companies, and this is hence an area in which development 
work should accordingly be carried out during the programme period. A 
partnership should be developed with Stockholm University, with a view 
to specifying the socio-economic benefits of a range of measures more 
precisely.” (ibid:5)  

In the first pages in the programme it becomes clear that it strives to be part 
of the management and auditing context in the city’s work with environ-
mental issues. The content of the programme is in line with the environmen-
tal focus (rather than a sustainable development focus) of the introductory 
part of the programme as the six main goals or target areas are all related to 
the national environmental objectives. 

Even though the references made to a management environmental 
discourse dominates the programme, as such, there is an alternate story that 
deserves attention. Some of the formulated aims such as ‘spreading know-
ledge’, ‘providing support and guidance’ and that the programme should be 
seen as a ‘source of inspiration for stakeholders and citizens’ address 
problems that are of a more democratic character. Here, it is communication 
and reaching out by raising awareness among the public and other stake-
holders that is the intent. The officers generally present the program as an 
effort to inform the citizens and other stakeholders about the present 
environmental situation in Stockholm and the concrete actions that the city 
takes to solve environmental problems. It was described as a communication 
tool for the administration towards citizens and other stakeholders.  

Hence, two different and opposing stories can be discerned as to what 
problem the Environmental programme and its indicators might address. 
Clearly, there is a wish to include the programme in the larger picture of the 
city’s overall management system steered by the ISO 14001 principles. The 
emphasis on the desired economic results gives the programme the feeling of 
a traditional monitoring programme, made for the internal experts in the 
local organisation. The opposing view is a programme that is externally 
focused to reach the community outside the local administration and the 
political sphere, and foremost aimed to communicate, provide knowledge 
and inspire citizens to change and be part of the route to sustainable deve-
lopment (as stated in the programme title).  This second view is in sharp 
contrast to the managing approach. This duality makes it difficult to interpret 
what goal the programme really has. The programme probably tries to 
adhere to the overriding principles of environmental management decided by 
the politicians in order to guide the city’s work, while not ignoring the 
citizens’ demands for more information and transparency. Accordingly, the 
programme aims to steer and communicate, monitor and support, and prio-
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ritise and inspire at the same time. When analysing legitimacy, ownership, 
motives and incentives to work with the programme, this all-embracing 
approach turns out to be problematic. One risk is that since the indicators 
can be everything, they become nothing.  

Obtaining legitimacy and the ownership issue 

To compensate for the minimal involvement of agents outside the 
responsible group, the officers in charge developed a web page 
(www.tyckom.stockholm.se), which served as a tool to communicate the 
goals and indicators of the programme and the trends identified in the 
environmental work. The public was encouraged to give suggestions and 
proposals to the city’s administration, via the programme’s webpage, 
regarding what they considered to be important environmental aspects and 
where they wanted efforts to be focused. 

This initiative was clearly inspired by the earlier Agenda 21 indicator 
process in which the public defined the issues for the indicators. According 
to the environmental administration, around 1 500 inhabitants left sugges-
tions for the programme between March 2000 and autumn 2001, mainly via 
the webpage. However, whether the suggestions actually influenced the 
content of the programme is impossible to assess.  

In order to uphold the ambition of the programme for the citizens, rather 
than the administrations, the environmental administration produced two 
interesting documents in connection with the political decision to adopt the 
programme. These documents are of interest to the analysis since they 
support the story of the programme as a means of communication with the 
citizens. Even though their content was never integrated in the text of the 
programme, their very existence tells us that the communicative ambition of 
the programme was part of a much more developed framework than was 
evident in the programme. Therefore, the documents, titled ‘Environment 
and democracy’ from 2002 and the ‘Communication strategy – Stockholm’s 
Environmental programme’ from 2004, will be analysed more in debt to see 
what they seem to represent in relation to the programme.      

In the ‘Environment and democracy’ document the local participatory 
efforts in the Agenda 21 indicator process is presented. Its bottom-up 
approach, which is defined as “the assumption that a strengthening of the 
democratic process is essential in the work of achieving long-term sustain-
ability” (City of Stockholm, 2002b:5), is contrasted to the work of the 
Environmental programme. Throughout the document, the broader work of 
Agenda 21 is described, in particular the process, the individual perspective, 
and the focus on dialogues instead of information.  
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“Since public awareness of environmental issues has grown, and with it 
the ability of individuals to sway environmental decisions, it is no longer 
sufficient to consider the significance of environmental factors solely 
from the viewpoint of the various local administrations. Certain aspects 
of the Environmental programme call for active participation by the 
inhabitants themselves, including traffic, biological diversity and the use 
of hazardous chemicals. The perspective and desire of the individual 
citizens must therefore be taken into consideration as well.” (ibid:4) 

Yet, despite the call for active public participation and better consideration 
of individual perspectives and desires, the public is categorised as an aspect 
external to the programme. In the part of the document labelled ‘External 
aspects – crucial to the Environmental programme’ (ibid), the consideration 
of citizens is acknowledged as important to the programme. From a partici-
patory and inclusive viewpoint it seems strange to portray the public as an 
external factor. Much of the text is devoted to the role of the public but 
more in terms of an ownership perspective. Several times, the officers men-
tioned the importance of owning the Agenda 21 indicators (interviews 37, 9).  

The quote below is taken from the section of the text in which the output 
of the Agenda 21 efforts is discussed. Three out of five crucial areas defined 
by citizens as critical sustainability issues relate directly to the Environmental 
programme: the issue of using resources more efficiently, the issue of 
reducing the environmental impact of travel and transports and the issue of 
ensuring a preservation of Stockholm’s countryside. The final two issues, 
making the city safer for the inhabitants and the desire to exert more 
influence over the city (by the citizens), are framed as follows: 

“It is, of course, difficult to forge a direct link between these two aspects 
and the purely environmental aspects identified hitherto. Clearly, though, 
urban safety and influence are important aspects of individual commit-
ment – the efforts people are prepared to make in implementing the 
changes needed for the preservation and improvement of our environ-
ment. Without safety, without personal influence, there will be less 
motivation for individuals to adapt their habits to environmental require-
ments, e.g. use public transport more often or sort refuse even more 
efficiently. These aspects should therefore not be ignored.” (ibid:7)   

Feeling safe and having increased possibilities to influence the local politics 
are not naturally seen as parts of the “environmental discourse” of the 
programme; still a strong linkage between reaching the environmental goals 
and working with these issues is formulated in the above quote. So, the 
problem of forging a direct link between all five issues identified by the 
Stockholm citizens is not defined as a problem in the quote. Instead, the text 
manages to capture one essence of ownership and in the communication 
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strategy; the ownership issue is described in even more explicit terms, as 
follows:  

 ”The communication strategy aims to create acceptance for the Environ-
mental programme and environmental issues in the city and to facilitate 
its realization. By broadening the ownership for the city’s environmental 
work, new possibilities for different actors within the city to commu-
nicate, act and take relevant measures are created. (City of Stockholm 
Communication strategy, 2004:3) 

An important element in stimulating and motivating actors to devote efforts 
to an environmental problem is their ‘ownership’ of the problem.  Owner-
ship increases the chances of acceptance and success of implementation. If 
someone ‘owns’ a problem, they are more likely to accept the ‘problem 
definition’, which is a prerequisite for a successful implementation.  Further-
more, they are more willing to work to obtain the tools and legitimacy 
needed to take action toward resolving the problem. It is clear that the same 
rhetoric is used here when talking and writing about the importance of distri-
buting ownership as was used with the Agenda 21 indicators. But when 
questioned, politicians did not mention external stakeholders, including 
citizens, as “owners” of the programme; instead, the environmental admini-
stration was seen as the target group and, therefore, understood as the 
owners (interviews 50, 40, 6).   

In the ‘communication strategy’ and the ‘environment and democracy’ 
document, external stakeholders and the citizens are pointed out as target 
groups; therefore, it is important to make them feel that they own the issues. 
In this sense, legitimacy and ownership can be seen as mutual strengthening 
elements in the analysis. By outlining a strategy that will make the citizens 
feel that they own the goals and indicators in the Environmental programme 
– that is, by showing citizens that these elements of the programme are made 
for them, to make their individual situation better - legitimacy for a broaden 
Agenda 21 perspective of the programme is probably enhanced.  

In the same way, it can be argued that (1) the use of the DPSIR model in 
the goal defining process developing and (2) the frequent references made to 
management principles and systems in the texts, indicates that the pro-
gramme seemed to be much of a scientific and management product. How-
ever, targeting different target groups (not only experts) was one strategy to 
increase legitimacy for the programme among the internal administration, 
experts, local politicians and citizens. Because of the ‘political battle’ over the 
programme and its delayed start, it was important for the responsible officers 
to broadly establish the programme, foremost within the organisation, but 
also outside the local administration, in order to increase project success.  
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Incentives to be involved in the work 

In the communication strategy, there are two major target groups identified: 
(1) the internal administrative and political organization, which is labelled the 
primary group and the citizens, the media, the industry, and (2) others.  

“The key actors in the primary group should be prioritized for several 
reasons but most of all because of limiting resources, since they can be 
identified and they have big influence on the environmental goals and the 
secondary target groups. For this group, in general, used resources will 
generate greatest environmental benefit.” (City of Stockholm Communi-
cation strategy, 2004:10) 

Since communication is viewed as a time consuming activity, the focus is put 
on the primary group, namely the internal organization. A strong incitement 
for the administration to play an active role in the work is motivated by a 
resource efficiency standpoint, since this group will produce the greatest 
results with the lowest budget. They are seen as more powerful than the 
other stakeholders, since they actually influence the latter. In order to find 
out more about the public’s incentives to be part of the work, two different 
stories are told in the environment and democracy document.  

“Certain aspects of the Environmental programme call for active partici-
pation by the inhabitants themselves, including traffic, biological diversity 
and the use of hazardous chemicals. The perspective and desires of the 
individual citizen must therefore be taken into consideration as well.” 
(ibid:4)   

On the one hand, the public is called to involve themselves in the process – 
they are given the mandate to act on their own. The citizens are needed for a 
successful implementation. The call is based on the assumption that the 
public wants to be included in the work. This is in line with a participatory 
discourse that assumes that information about a problem most probably 
leads to action taken by those addressed. It invites the citizens to be part of 
the process by taking responsibility for their actions, but it does not link the 
invitation to the important issue of ownership. On the other hand, further 
down in the same text, on the same page in the document, the mandate to 
act on one’s own is removed. Suddenly, it is not active participation, but the 
perspective and desire of the citizens that should be taken into consideration, 
assumingly by the administration. The story of citizens as external parts of 
the process is supported by the argument that active participation suddenly is 
the same as just ‘listening’ to the citizen’s perspectives. It becomes even 
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more ambiguous why the public should even care in the section of the text, 
on the same page, that reads: 

“No longer is it sufficient for local authorities to remedy individual 
sources of atmospheric or aquatic pollution. Instead, measures must be 
taken to modify our behaviour – our habits and, indeed, our very way of 
life. To bring about such changes, public understanding and support are 
essential, and due consideration will have to be given to external environ-
mental aspects.” (ibid)       

Again, to modify behaviour, habits and way of life demands action by the 
citizens and, according to the text, this will occur through understanding and 
support. Here active participation is not mentioned as a means, even though 
it is mentioned as an important element for certain aspects of the pro-
gramme, as shown by the former quote. The text delivers a message that 
assures citizens that they are important, and that they do play a part in the 
local environmental work in Stockholm. But, when looking more closely to 
what importance represents, it is clear that, for the administration, active 
citizens mean only citizens that understand and support the programme. In 
the introduction to the programme, there is a discussion on how everyone 
can ‘help’ to achieve the goals.  

“Environmental issues are now the responsibility for every Stockholmer – 
and an opportunity too. The focus has shifted from the major industries 
and point emissions to the environmental impact of our everyday lives. 
This means that every single one of us has the opportunity to influence 
our environment. Stockholm’s air and watercourses have improved over 
the past 20 years, thanks to emission reduction achieved by individual 
major point sources. But environmental issues are still even more impor-
tant than ever and everyone must bear their share of the responsibility. 
The success of Stockholm’s Environmental programme is thus heavily 
dependent on the active involvement of Stockholmers, both as inhabi-
tants and consumers, and as people working in the city’s industry, com-
merce, small businesses, education systems and other public sector active-
ties.” (City of Stockholm, 2002c:7)   

A clear message is that environmental questions are more important than 
ever, and it is necessary that every ‘Stockholmer’ understand that they have 
an individual responsibility in solving environmental problems. But so as to 
not create the feeling of ‘responsibility burden’ or duty, the actors should see 
this responsibility as an opportunity to actually influence their surrounding 
environment. A responsibility becomes an opportunity – a rhetoric device 
aiming to shed light on what is assumed to be an incentive, namely the 
opportunity to influence, for the citizens’ willingness to be involved and thus 
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take their responsibility for the programme to be implemented. But again, 
the assumption is that the citizens themselves understand what this involve-
ment means and in what context it is supposed to take place – where and 
with whom – as these issues are not discussed in the documents, or by the 
officers and politicians.  

Summing up the Environmental programme analysis 
Despite the fact that sustainable development is mentioned in the title of the 
programme, its scope is very much of an environmental management nature. 
Several of the formulated aims are target a performance and managing 
discourse, for example the aims stating that the programme should highlight 
the most important environmental issues for the city as a whole, and that it 
should help to prioritise the city’s environmental work and stipulate para-
meters for following-up work. But three of the aims do not belong to a 
management discourse, but to a democratic discourse.  This is apparent since 
they focus on the task to communicate and inspire other stakeholders 
including citizens. This implies that there are at least two problems addressed 
by the programme and its indicators: a lack of communication between the 
city administration and the citizens, and a need to be accepted by the internal 
experts as a performance programme. The process of developing the pro-
gramme was characterised by a political game between the majority and the 
opposition about the content and value of the programme. It delayed its 
adoption by almost two years, which created frustration among the officers 
who believed they had worked very hard to finish the work with the pro-
gramme. The environmental monitoring unit was the responsible admini-
strative body and the environmental and health board was the political one. 
To reach legitimacy and robustness for the indicators, the scientific input to 
the DPSIR model played an important part.  It is also clear that the politi-
cians had some ideas regarding a broader participation of external stake-
holders and citizens in the work since round-tables were arranged in the 
beginning of the process and an interactive web page was created. However, 
it was never any discussion of applying the same comprehensive partici-
patory methods that were used in the work with the Agenda 21 indicators.  
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The European Common Indicators 
The third indicator set in Stockholm analysed in this research is the Euro-
pean Common Indicator system.  It is not a local product, but a European 
project that involved several of hundreds municipalities across Europe. The 
analytical perspective is slightly different, as compared to other two systems, 
because this set is imported from outside, so to speak, because the indicators 
were already developed before being introduced to the city. Thus, the deve-
loping process will not be focused on the analysis, but their relationship to 
the city’s general work with sustainable development.    

Framing the indicators 
In their document, ‘Communication on Sustainable Urban Development in 
the European Union: a Framework for Action’ from 1998, the European 
Commission highlighted the importance of developing measures and moni-
toring methods to support local sustainability initiatives, in general, and the 
progress on local Agenda 21, in particular (European Commission, 1998). 
The ECI was the answer to this call, aiming to be a comparative measure-
ment targeting the local level. There were ten indicators identified, and these 
were linked to six sustainability concerns, ranging from democracy to pure 
environmental issues. 
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Table 6.2 The European Common Indictors (ECI)  

 (1) 
Equality 
and social 
inclusion 

(2) 
Local governance/ 
empowerment/ 
democracy 

(3) 
Local/global 
relationship  

(4) 
Local 
economy 

(5) 
Environmental 
protection 

(6) 
Cultural 
heritage/quality 
of the built 
environment  

Citizen satisfaction 
with the local 
community 

x x  x x x 

Local contribution  
to climate change 
and/or ecological 
footprints 

x  x x x  

Local mobility  
and passenger 
transportation 

x  x x x x 

Availability of local 
public open areas and 
services 

x  x  x x 

Quality of local air x    x x 

Children’s journeys to 
and from school x  x x x  

Sustainable 
management of the 
local authority and 
local businesses   

  x x x  

Noise pollution x    x x 

Sustainable land use x  x  x x 

Products promoting 
sustainability  x  x x x  

Note: The indicators are listed in the left column and the six sustainability concerns are listed from left to right in 
the top of the table. A marked x in a box means that the indicator relates to that sustainability concern 
Source: European Commission, 2000 

The six sustainability concerns form the basis for the selection of indicators.  
These concerns are formulated and defined as follows: (1) equality and social 
inclusion: access for all to adequate and affordable basic services, e.g. 
education, employment, energy, health, housing, training, transport; (2) local 
governance/empowerment/democracy: implies participation of all sectors of 
the local community in local planning decision making processes; (3) 
local/global relationship: meeting local needs locally, from production to 
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consumption/disposal, and meeting needs that cannot be met locally in a 
more sustainable way; (4) local economy: matching local skills and needs 
with employment availability and other facilities in a way that poses mini-
mum threat to natural resources and the environment’ (5) environmental 
protection: adopting an eco-systems approach and minimising the use of 
natural resources and land, minimising the generation of waste and emissions 
of pollutants, and enhancing biological diversity; (6) cultural heritage/quality 
of the built environment: involves protection, preservation and rehabilitation 
of historic, cultural and architectural values, including buildings, monuments, 
and events, and enhancing and safeguarding the attractiveness and 
functionality of spaces and buildings (European Common Indicators, 2003).  

To ensure the connection of the indicators to sustainable development 
concerns, they are linked to the six sustainability principles, to various 
degrees. As shown in the table above, each indicator is assessed in relation to 
the principles; the goal is to cover as many principles as possible for each 
indicator. It is clear that the definition of sustainability employed by the EU 
Commission includes not only the three cornerstones of environment, 
economy and social aspects but also a dimension of democracy and 
empowerment. Yet only one of the indicators, ‘citizen’s satisfaction with the 
local community’ is said to cover the principle of ‘local governance/ 
empowerment/democracy’.  

If the ECI project is to be in line with the “good governance” promoted 
by the EU and others (discussed in chapter three), it is surprising that only 
one of the ten indicators is linked to that principle. The indicators range 
from being measured on an individual level, like the ‘citizen satisfaction with 
the local community’, to a more aggregated level, such as the ‘quality of local 
air’. From the beginning, the ten indicators were divided into either being 
obligatory or voluntary to implement, but because of criticism from many of 
the participants, the option to choose the voluntary indicators was aban-
doned, and they all became compulsory. In the “agreement of adoption” 
document, it is stressed that the common indicators should be seen as a 
supportive tool to local authorities in their work with sustainability, and if 
possible, complement local indicators already in use. Joining the ECI 
initiative was voluntary, but in 2003 more than 140 municipalities, local 
authorities and cities around Europe had signed the agreement (ibid). 

Mapping the context and analysing their function 
The work with the ECI started in 1999 and ended in 2003 and was a collabo-
ration between the European Commission and the Eurocities network. A 
working group was established with representatives invited from local 
authorities around Europe; however it was led by the French Environmental 
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Ministry. Their task was to jointly develop and define objectives and 
common and harmonised indicators for use at the local level, in order to gain 
a better understanding of sustainability progress at the local level in Europe. 
Politicians were seen as the prime target group. At the 3rd European Confe-
rence on Sustainable Cities in 2000, in Hanover (Germany), the 10 ECIs 
were launched by Mrs Margot Wallström, EU Environment Commissioner 
at the time. 

Since Stockholm had chaired the ‘Eurocities’ between 1998 and 2000 
(thanks to the Agenda 21 indicator work), the city was seen as an obvious 
participant in the ECI work from the beginning. In 1999, Stockholm signed 
the ECI agreement, after the issue had been approved by the politicians in 
the environment and health board (City of Stockholm, 1999). The officer in 
charge of the Agenda 21 issue, after the Agenda 21 office was closed down, 
became responsible for the ECIs as well (interview 24). This officer was 
based at the environmental monitoring unit, which was the responsible body 
for the Agenda 21 indicators, the Environmental programme, and the ECIs. 
Basically, this was the only officer who worked with the ECIs in Stockholm. 
There were some initiatives to broaden the involvement of other 
administrations, but it proved difficult to gain interest in the issue, as will be 
further discussed below.      

How are the ECIs understood?  
Despite the lack of a clear aim of working with the ECIs, Stockholm decided 
to embark on the project. As the capital, and the biggest city in Sweden, 
Stockholm was used to being involved in international agreements and 
projects and the ECI initiative was just one amongst several international 
projects linked to sustainable development; the  city had been involved in 
such projects during the 1990s. Two of these international initiatives were 
about indicators. The Making News project, which was also launched from 
the European Commission in 1999, pointed to importance of the media in 
communicating sustainability issues. The point of this project was to give 
citizens the ability to measure indicators themselves and then report the 
results to the media. The goal was to encourage local media reporting on 
good examples of local environmental work. Stockholm started off by 
choosing a couple of city districts as pilot studies for the project, but it soon 
proved very difficult to engage the citizens in the issue.  

“It was extremely difficult to find a proper measuring method that the 
citizens could understand and use. Also the interest among the officers in 
the city districts was low, as they didn’t really see the point with the whole 
project…besides, the NGO that coordinated the project had some 
internal management problems, as the person in charge of the Making 
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News project was replaced four times during a couple of years – they 
could not keep the project alive so it also disappeared from our agenda in 
2001.”(Interview 24) 

Apparently, the project was not very well managed and the measuring 
methods not very well defined.  This, together with the limited interest from 
both the city district level and the citizens, lead the environmental admini-
stration to end the project (interview 24). The other project was linked to the 
Eurocities, which was a lobby organisation based in Brussels seeking to 
ensure that urban affairs were placed high on the European Union’s policy 
agenda. Stockholm had been a member since 1995 and chaired the organi-
sation in 1999. Hence, since Stockholm had already been involved in these 
two major international sustainable development projects before they 
embarked the ECIs, involvement in the ECI perhaps happened more or less 
naturally. It became “just another international project”, without any real 
task to fulfil in the local sustainability work.  

With too many international projects on board in the organisation some 
of them had to be sacrificed; there where not enough resources in the 
organisation to carry them out. In early 2001, neither the Making News 
project nor the involvement in Eurocities was prioritised by the officer in 
charge. In the same period, the ECIs also appeared to be a similar project 
that was just “floating around” in the administration without being genuinely 
attached anywhere (interview 24). But the ECIs were actually implemented 
to some extent in the organisation, despite their being not anchored in the 
organisation, as is discussed below. 

Ownership and actors incentives to be involved 

An attempt to broaden the involvement in the local work with the ECIs was 
made when a link was established between the environmental monitoring 
unit and the city planning and building control administration. In particular, 
one of their analysts became involved.  

“The responsible officer called us and chatted and wanted us to be 
involved in the work. First there was a hesitation from us, from the 
directors, about if we really should be involved in this, but then suddenly 
they said ok, so I went to a conference in Seville where the indicators 
were discussed. /…/but I cannot say I am particularly involved in the 
work. I get e-mails and information about conferences, but usually I just 
look at them without knowing what to do with the information.” (Inter-
view 31)   
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According to this officer at the city planning administration, his role in the 
work was not very well defined and he did not receive any support from his 
own unit and colleagues. So even though he participated at a couple of 
conferences, in practice it was still the responsible officer at the monitoring 
unit at the environmental administration that carried out the practical work 
with the indicators. Lack of interest from the city planners and building 
control officers seemed to be the reason why the ECIs never managed to 
truly involve that administration. The issue was seen as environmentally 
related and therefore something that belonged to the environmental and 
health administration (interview 31). At the city planning and building con-
trol administration, environmental issues were not prioritised on the agenda. 
Several of the interviewees point to the fact that environmentally related 
issues, and certainly if it has anything to do with sustainable development 
and Agenda 21, it still had a very hard time being taken seriously outside the 
environmental and health administration (interviews 24, 31). The same trend 
is spotted at the political level (interviews 22, 21, 32).    

So despite some effort to include other administrations in the work with 
the ECIs, the project never managed to gain enough interest from outside 
the environmental administration to be recognised as an important project. It 
was also difficult to raise interest from within the environmental admini-
stration. It was the monitoring unit and the officer in charge of the project 
who “owned” the ECIs at local level. At the international level it was a Euro-
pean project, and even though it was targeting the local level, my impression 
from the final conference in London, where the results from the project 
were presented, was that it was still very much a European project and not a 
local project.54  

ECIs as a part of the local sustainability work 

It is clear that even though the formal project was finalised by the EU Com-
mission in 2003, the ECIs can still be tracked in the city’s work with (sustain-
ability or environmental) indicators in different settings. One example is the 
collaboration between the seven biggest Nordic cities (started in 2003) to 
work with environmental indicators in a comparative perspective, as de-
scribed in chapter two.  It is here where the ECIs have been an inspiration, 
together with other indicator initiatives (Nordens större städers miljöindika-
torer, 2006). Eight out of the eleven themes in the Nordic set can be directly 
linked to the ECIs. 

 

                                                      
54 In September 12-13 2003 I had the opportunity to visit the ECI final conference in 
London.  
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As mentioned earlier, the first citizen survey was carried out in Stockholm in 
2001. Its aim was to collect data and information about the inhabitants’ 
values and priorities regarding sustainable development issues, like their 
environment, their health and their security (Citizen survey, 2001). The 
questions in the survey were based on indicators from the Agenda 21 set, the 
Environmental programme and the ECIs. However, the follow-up survey 
carried out in 2004 did not cover indicators from the ECI system (Citizen 
survey, 2004). In each city district, 500 citizens (in 2001) and 300 citizens (in 
2004) got the questionnaire; in total 9000 and 5000 citizens received the 
questions in the two different studies. The results can be analysed on a city 
level or broken down to a city district level, but unfortunately the percentage 
of answers do differ a lot among the city districts, it ranges between 34 – 59 
percent in 2001 and 46 – 74 percent in 2004.  

Hence, despite the fact that the ECIs had a hard time of being anchored 
in and outside the organisation, they have been used in a sophisticated way 
as a basis for the Nordic indicators as well as in the citizen survey from 2001. 
And both the responsible officer and the officer at the planning and building 
administration involved in the work admits that it was the developing 
process as such which was interesting: 

Quote I 
“In fact the journey to the final evaluation, all the discussions with new 
people and colleagues all over Europe that has been very interesting and 
also important to my own work at the local level.” (Interview 24) 

Quote II 
“The process to develop the indicators are much more important than 
the indicators as such, because it is in the process we focus on the 
important environmental issues and what kind of environmental problem 
were facing […] through indicators we can make this measurable and 
therefore real.” (Interview 31) 

So in terms of a governance perspective, the work with ECI definitely 
encouraged global networking and stimulating discussions across borders 
and, therefore, probably strengthened partnerships between municipalities in 
Europe. It has contributed to a form of policy-learning, which is a goal of its 
own with much of the European projects.   

Summing up the ECI analysis 
In terms of scope, it is clear that despite the fact that there were only ten 
indicators, they managed to, in various degrees, relate to six sustainability 
concerns ranging from pure environmental to social and democratic issues. 
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Clearly their aim was to collect data to the European Commission from as 
many European municipalities as possible in order to make comparisons on 
progress towards sustainable development. They were processed and develo-
ped in an international context with input from Stockholm via the officer in 
charge of the ECIs in Stockholm. Because Stockholm had received awards 
and was internationally renowned for the work with the Agenda 21 indica-
tors, the city was seen as an evident source of input to the ECI process. 
Despite a prominent role in the ECI developing process, the local officer 
had a hard time getting political and administrative support for the ECI work 
at local level. The indicators were never established in the organisation, yet 
they did function as basis for collecting information through the 2001 citizen 
survey referred to earlier.    

The ECI was a project purely initiated and worked on by the admini-
stration, yet with political approval. But most of the politicians I talked to did 
not know about the ECIs, which points to the fact that even though the 
environmental board had formally approved the work with the indicators 
they never really showed interest in the issue. As already concluded con-
cerning the administrative context, the European indicators never managed 
to involve other stakeholders, except the officer responsible at the moni-
toring unit and the officer at the city planning administration. But in this 
analysis it is also important to remember that the development of the ECIs 
took place on a European level and not at the local level, and in the inter-
national local European network that defined the indicators, the officer from 
Stockholm seemed to be one of the driving forces. This is confirmed not on 
by the officer himself but also in the final evaluation report of the ECI 
project made by the Italian firm AmbienteItalia. In the report, Stockholm is 
frequently referred to as an active partner in the project (European Common 
Indicators, 2003).  

Comparative analysis of the systems in Stockholm 
Regarding the governance structures, it is clear that both the ideal types of 
democracy and efficiency are present in the work with all three indicator 
systems. What is important to remember is that the ideals representing the 
ECI process must be understood somewhat differently from the other two, 
since their development process did not take place at the local level in 
Stockholm. The argument that the ECIs may represent more of efficiency 
ideals than participatory ideal is true for the local context in Stockholm, but 
not necessarily for the project as a whole.   
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Table 6.4 Analytical summary of the systems in Stockholm 

 Administrative context Stakeholders involved  

Agenda 21 indicators  Both participatory and efficiency oriented Many different stakeholders involved  

Environmental 
programme 

Efficiency oriented, to some extent 
participatory oriented 

Efficiency oriented, to some extent 
participatory oriented 

European Common 
Indicators  

Efficiency oriented  Very few participants  
 

 
The Agenda 21 indicators were developed and launched during a Social 
Democratic majority in the mid 1990s. They were supposed to solve the lack 
of communication between the city administration/politicians and the 
citizens but also to make the Agenda 21 more scientific and measurable. 
Both the city council as well as the city executive board supported the initia-
tive with local Agenda 21 indicators, developed in a deliberative and partici-
patory spirit involving citizens and other stakeholders. It was officers respon-
sible for the local Agenda 21 work at the environmental administration that 
got inspiration from abroad and launched the idea of a participatory process 
when developing indicators. The indicators quickly became a “shared” 
responsibility between the Agenda 21 office and the city district councils. In 
2001, the Agenda 21 office was dissolved and the monitoring unit at the 
environmental administration was given the responsibility to carry on the 
work. Many stakeholders have been involved in the work, as well as 
politicians and officers at different levels and at different administrations, 
citizens, local industries, and scientists at KTH, each playing a big role in the 
shaping of the indicators. Legitimacy was sought from the university in order 
to make the indicators scientific valid.   

It is fair to conclude that the work surrounding the development of the 
Agenda 21 indicators definitely had an external and extrovert character 
rather than an internal character, and this is certainly the case when com-
pared to the other two systems in Stockholm. Both politicians and officers 
were determined from the beginning to support a broad participation, 
including not only non-governmental stakeholders but also citizens. The idea 
was to increase the knowledge among the people in Stockholm and to pro-
mote foremost, priorities of how to create a future sustainable Stockholm, 
and develop an understanding of sustainable development. Since the citizens 
themselves defined the indicators, many are linked to individual behaviour 
and actions which the officers in charge believed would motivate citizens to 
take responsibility for the process. And even though the Agenda 21 office 
did manage to reach out to the public and bring agents from the industry and 
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politicians together they never managed to establish the Agenda 21 indica-
tors within the city’s administration. Because of the somewhat confused 
relationship between the Agenda office at the environmental administration 
and the coordinators at the city district level, the indicator process never 
really got anchored at the district level. However, it is important to remem-
ber that the politicians in Stockholm have at least one more political and 
administrative level to consider when implementing policies than most other 
cities in Sweden, which means more administration and more actors 
involved in the processes. Hence the possibility of time delays increases, 
especially when the ambition of the project is to follow a participatory ideal 
of governance. On the other hand, participatory agenda demands, among 
other things, that many more stakeholders are being involved in the process 
to actually legitimate its democratic starting point. Because of the failure of 
involving the city district level in the work, the issue did not remain a high 
priority after the office closed down in 2000. It seems clear that the officers 
at the Agenda 21 office were more interested in the international recognition 
and the use of participatory methods than in anchoring the process down- 
and up wards. This resulted in too much of the competence, ideas, motiva-
tion and driving forces remaining within the group working at the office; 
thus, when they moved on, so did the Agenda 21 “spirit”.   

The ambition from the beginning was to encourage the citizens to feel 
they owned their Agenda 21 indicators. One step taken to build this feeling 
was the change in name to the “People of Stockholm’s Indicators for 
Sustainable Development”. 

Turning to the Environmental programme, it becomes evident that the 
political context delayed its launch by more than a year. Naturally, it is always 
controversial for a political majority to try to make radical changes through 
policies which include redefinitions of “established” concepts and challenges 
habitual patterns. Sustainable development embodies this political challenge. 
In 1998, when the Moderates took over the majority rule, they also inherited 
the task of finishing the work started by the previous majority to revise the 
Environmental programme and finally adopt it. The process of defining and 
eventually adopting of the Environmental programme 2002-2006 illustrates 
in an interesting way the controversy of incorporating sustainable develop-
ment into “ordinary” politics.  

In contrast to the Agenda 21 indicators, there was not much citizen 
participation in the process. Even though everyone was supposed to be the 
target group of the programme it is clear that the prime target group was 
politicians, followed by the administration. From the beginning there was a 
clear division of responsibility at the administrative level. This was probably 
one reason for the final political approval. Even though the politicians 
couldn’t agree upon its content, the officers managed to conciliate between 
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the different signals from the political level and somehow incorporate most 
of them into the programme. In terms of involving outside actors in the 
process, the management group at the monitoring unit did reach many 
different units within the environmental administration, and thus managed to 
establish the programme internally. However, it was harder to involve other 
stakeholders, despite the aim of continuing the Agenda 21 working methods 
with broad participation and round-tables involving as many different stake-
holders as possible. The officers in charge blamed the tight time schedule set 
by the politicians for why they never managed to arrange broad participatory 
initiatives during the process of developing the programme. The theory was 
not implemented in practice. Therefore, I find the work surrounding the 
indicators efficiency, rather than participatory driven.   

Finally, the ECIs are particularly interesting since they are introduced to 
the city from the international level rather than from a national or local level. 
It was tempting for the administration to embark on the ECI project, since 
any form of (positive) international recognition of Stockholm is good from a 
political perspective. For that reason, it was easy to get political support for 
the project. Naturally there were never any discussions about citizen partici-
pation in the process, as the indicators already were defined. Their character 
is most definitely monitoring, as they were supposed to function as com-
parative measurements for local authorities across Europe. Therefore, they 
can easily be qualified as complementary to already the existing indicator 
systems in the municipalities, to act as some sort of supportive tools in the 
local work towards sustainability, which also was one of their aims according 
to Eurocities and the European Commission. It is interesting to note that the 
European indicators intended to promote an integrated approach across 
community policies, yet insure local appropriateness by valuing local and lay 
knowledge in line with the principle of subsidiarity. Thus, the ECIs try to 
embrace two contradictory goals for the EU, namely “harmonisation” and 
“subsidiarity”, both of which are key issues for the EU. To integrate and 
harmonise at the same time as considering and even promoting subsidiarity 
seems to be a difficult task. This problem is manifested by the fact that the 
ECIs faced difficulties in combining and balancing the integrative aspect 
with the big differences in national context, culture and prerequisites.  

Stockholm seems to have overcome this potential problem; the ECIs still 
play a role in the sustainability indicator work in the municipality. This is best 
illustrated by the fact that they, together with the Agenda 21 indicators and 
the Environmental programme indicators, served as the basis for the citizen 
survey carried out in 2001. They also served as inspiration to the environ-
mental indicator collaboration between seven Nordic cities started in 2003 
(discussed in chapter two).  Both politicians and officers have pointed to the 
fact that they saw a need to integrate the city’s different indicator systems. In 
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2000, both the Agenda 21 indicators and the ECIs were politically adopted 
and the actual revision of the city’s Environmental programme started. From 
the beginning, the three initiatives where not really linked but gradually, 
during the work with the citizen survey carried out in 2001, their inter-
connection was visualised.  

Whether the ECIs are a product of efficiency or participatory agendas is 
not evident, since they actually managed to combine the two governance 
ideal types. Obviously the delivering and efficiency aspects, the output, 
seems important to the project “owners” as the project has a fixed and clear 
timeframe and because the aim is to generate comparable data that can be 
reported on. The focus on results and concrete outputs makes the work 
surrounding the indicators subordinated efficiency ideal, but on the other 
hand, several of the indicators measure actions on an individual level and the 
process of defining the indicators were in fact characterised by a partici-
patory approach at the European level. This is to say that local represen-
tatives, two from the Stockholm administration, together with many other 
local representatives and other invited stakeholders working outside the EU 
bureaucracy, were invited to participate in the process, so in that sense it was 
participatory. However, no citizens were invited to the process and very few 
officers were involved in the work.  
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Chapter 7 
 

Växjö’s indicators  

In chapter five Växjö was introduced as an international municipality. When 
it comes to sustainable development and indicators it is certainly true as the 
local authority have deliberately focused on initiatives and policies at the 
global level. As with Stockholm the ECI was introduced in Växjö in 1999 
but in contrast to Stockholm Växjö never reported their work with the indi-
cators to the European Commission and as a consequence the indicators 
never managed to get established in the local organisation. The focus here 
will be on the Agenda 21 strategy from the mid 1990s and the ecoBudget 
indicators introduced in the beginning of the 2000.  

The Agenda 21 strategy (indicators) 

Framing the indicators 
The local Agenda 21 strategy from 1995 was seen as a logical development 
of the 1993 policy decisions and the local goal to be fossil fuel independent. 
As was the environmental policy, the strategy was perceived as an all-
embracing “steering document” with visions and goals for the move toward 
a sustainable Växjö. On the front page this vision is outlined:  

“We will, within the time of a couple of generations, have reached a 
sustainable development meaning using the earth’s resources so that 
everyone can live a good life both today and tomorrow. We have set aside 
environmental threats and health risks and our use of energy and 
resources are ten times more efficient than today.” (Växjö Agenda 21 
strategy, 1995)  

To fulfil this challenging task, six issues were defined in the strategy for the 
local work towards a sustainable development. As Växjö had decided to 
focus their work to the energy issue, it is no surprise that the prioritised 
issues were defined as, first, a ‘fossil fuel free Växjö’, second, ‘care for 
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Växjö’s water’, third, ‘greener Växjö for a richer diversity’, fourth, ‘sustain-
able housing and building’, fifth, ‘sustainable development of the industry’, 
and finally ‘democracy and education for sustainable development’. The 
responsibility for reaching the goals, by developing and using indicators, was 
put on the different local administrative units. 
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Each of the six themes has four underlying headings regarding the present 
state, what long-term goals are relevant, what kind of measurable goals can 
be defined, and how to reach these goals. There are also references telling 
the reader where to find the origin of the goals as they are mostly taken from 
existing strategies, though not necessarily at the local level. It is then up to 
each of the administrations within the local organisation to develop their 
own indicators to be used to follow up the internal Agenda 21 work, which 
is based on the local strategy. In the local authority’s annual report the 
actions and measures taken by the administration are supposed to be pre-
sented. In reality, the indicator presentation and the environmental work in 
general (except the ecoBudget) have been made in a separate document – the 
environmental report.  

In contrast to the other two municipalities, Växjö decided at an early 
stage to focus their environmental work on a single issue, the climate change 
problem. Striving to be the first municipality in the world to be fossil fuel 
free has certainly had both advantages and disadvantages for the work. In 
general, both the officers and the politicians believed that it was a good deci-
sion to focus on the climate, as it has definitely helped to put Växjö on the 
international environmental agenda.  

“Both from an environmental point of view and market point of view I 
believe it is a good thing to decide to focus on one single issue.” (Inter-
view 13) 

This quote from one of the leading politicians points to the importance of 
the market as a key actor in the local work from the beginning. The politi-
cians knew that they had to get the industry on board, otherwise it would 
have been pointless to start such an ambitious project of replacing the fossil 
fuel with renewable energy sources. The decision to focus on climate protec-
tion seemed to be an easy and natural choice for Växjö. One politician linked 
the issue to its possibility to deliver outputs, and argued that the ability to 
deliver was an important factor to take into account when deciding the pro-
file issue. 

Quote I 
“It was a smart strategy to go for a single issue and it came naturally to 
choose to work with fossil fuel since we have forests and had already 
started to develop some work with bio energy. It was natural to focus on 
the energy question and we already knew that we could deliver results, 
which I think is very important.” (Interview 10)   
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Quote II 
“The decision to make the energy use of fossil fuel the profile question of 
Växjö was insane, but after all something good came out of it, as we 
apparently gained a lot of international recognition.” (Interview 20)  

The latter quote is also the voice of a politician who fiercely criticised the 
whole idea of a fossil fuel free municipality, arguing that it is a completely 
unrealistic goal to achieve.  However, it seems hard for all the politicians, no 
matter their political colour, to discredit the international recognition that the 
ambitious vision has given Växjö, in terms of the international awards and 
access to international networks mentioned in the previous chapter. On the 
other hand, the immense focus on one issue made it difficult for other issues 
to get recognition, with the result that the work related to sustainable deve-
lopment tended to be narrow in terms of scope. 

When discussing the most important issues at the environmental agenda, 
most politicians and officers mentioned the issues of energy and water. Since 
Växjö is surrounded by several lakes it was expected that the water question 
would be given high priority. The municipality had been doing a lot during 
the last ten years to clean the lakes and make them more accessible to the 
public. These types of actions show results relatively fast and thus made the 
positive changes visible to the citizens, which in turn gives the politicians the 
credit of actually delivering changes. It is indeed a clever political strategy to 
assign resources to projects that improve the environment in a short term 
perspective (which does not necessarily exclude long-term effects) since the 
result more “rapidly” are made visible to the public.  

Even though the impression of the work with sustainable development in 
general seems to focus on one dimension of the multidimensional concept, 
namely the environment, this is not true for the local Agenda 21 strategy. 
Instead, it delivers a multi-faceted approach to sustainable development, as it 
encompasses all three dimensions of sustainable development plus demo-
cracy as a theme of its own next to the others. This may show a political 
commitment to the democratic feature of sustainable development, at least 
on a visionary level.  

The developing process 
A deliberative process began in 1997, focusing on public debates, open 
discussions and meetings, with the politicians and initiatives like q200055 
were supported by the municipality. Different organisations and industries 
 

                                                      
55 During the 1990s q2000 was a national Agenda 21 network for youth linked to the inter-
national organisation Global Action Plan (GAP). 
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were targeted, in particular, but citizens were also welcome to give sugges-
tions and input to the strategy. Round-table discussions and seminars, 
involving selected organisations, parts of the industry, authorities and other 
“important” stakeholders, covered the different themes. 

“At that time, I participated in the Agenda 21 process as a representative 
and stakeholder of the forest industry and we [all the stakeholders] were 
all selected and invited to the discussions but as the themes and the 
Agenda in many ways were already defined it was hard to give some input 
and to actually change anything.” (Interview 18)  

Even though the process does have many similarities to the Agenda 21 pro-
cess in Stockholm, it never really seemed to have the same commitment to a 
participatory method that ensured to include citizens in the defining process, 
as the above quote from a politician shows. Citizens participated in the 
process by receiving information through the local newspapers and through 
public exhibitions at the library. As the themes for the strategy were already 
decided, it seemed like the public functioned more as alibi for a participatory 
process since they could not really influence the overriding profile of the 
Agenda and the major sustainability issues. However, both politicians and 
officers describe this period as a very vitalising and inspiring time, and they 
saw the open meetings and the information campaigns as public participa-
tory initiatives. The process finally resulted in the local Agenda 21 of Växjö, 
including goals and indicators, which was politically adopted by the city 
council in 1999.  

The administrative context and the actors involved in the work 
In Växjö it was decided early on that the planning unit, which falls under the 
executive board office, would be responsible for the work with Agenda 21. 
The planning unit employed a full-time Agenda 21 coordinator to coordinate 
not only the work explicitly linked to Agenda 21 but all local work related to 
sustainable development in general and the environmental issue in particular. 
According to a survey carried out in 2002, less than 65% of the municipali-
ties had full-time Agenda 21 coordinators during that year, and that the other 
positions directly linked to Agenda 21 had decreased since 1998 (Edström 
and Eckerberg, 2002). In 2004, Växjö was one of few Swedish municipalities 
that still had an employed Agenda 21 coordinator (Dahlgren and Eckerberg, 
2005). Even though each local administration had its own person responsible 
for environment, it was still the Agenda 21 coordinator who had to bring 
everything together, which meant that the work was very much focused on 
the internal organisation.  
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During the 1998 – 2002 political term there was a politically appointed 
committee, the Agenda 21 committee, commissioned to inform the public 
about the local work with Agenda 21 and to give it a more explicit political 
legitimacy. Its creation was meant to increase the status of the issues and 
widen the general knowledge of Agenda 21 through public information. The 
committee functioned for only four years; it was dissolved before the 2002 
election. Many officers give the reason that the committee actually confused 
the chain of responsibility of the Agenda 21 issue. It was seen as a political 
board, yet it did not have full responsibility for the Agenda question. Its 
work was still carried out by the planning administration, which was steered 
and coordinated by the executive board office. Most of the politicians and 
officers believed that it was wise to end the committee, arguing that the 
Agenda 21 issue in fact received more status when the executive board was 
given the full responsibility, not least because the liability question was clari-
fied.  

How is the strategy understood by politicians and officers? 

What problem does the strategy (and the related indicators) address? 

Despite the all-embracing approach launched in the strategy, the common 
understanding among officers and politicians of what Agenda 21 meant to 
Växjö was very much about ecological matters and traditional environmental 
concern. The ambition to include different sustainability dimensions in the 
strategy seemed to be a rhetoric move, since the politicians and officers 
understanding of Agenda 21 were very much environmentally oriented. The 
second quote, below, shows that the political ambition has never been any-
thing else than reducing Agenda 21 to an environmental project.      

Quote I    
“In this municipality, unfortunately, Agenda 21 means environmental 
issues. […] it would be so much otherwise. But we do work with the 
other things as well, we work with democracy and we work with equity 
issues. It is just that when using the word Agenda 21 it is environmental 
issues one thinks of. And that is, one cannot expect from all the old 
Agenda 21 coordinators that they could have known everything about all 
the areas of sustainable development. No! One specializes in one area - 
that is how it is.” (Interview 19) 

Quote II 
“We have decided that Agenda is about the environment and not 
everything, I am a bit skeptical to the fact that one area is suddenly about 
everything […] even though we write much about it we have tried to 
focus on the environmental issues.” (Interview 13) 
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In the strategy, the ecological focus is supported in the first page, where it is 
stated that the long-term, as well as the measurable goals, are based on 
“earlier decisions and that the strategy mainly is a set of environmental goals 
to be found in other municipal plans or decisions or in the regional environ-
mental goals defined by the county council’s environmental strategy 95” 
(Agenda 21 strategy, 1995:3). The environment, rather than sustainable deve-
lopment, defined the strategy.  

In several of the interviews, references were made to the traditional scien-
tific indicator characteristics listed and discussed in chapter two (Table 2.1). 
Usually these characteristics fit well with the type of quantitative measures 
used for traditional environmental indicators and statistics. However, one of 
the most referred to characteristics is a functional one, that is that the 
indicator should be “comparable”. And there was a frustration expressed 
over the lack of a uniform way of using indicators, in order to make com-
parisons between municipalities.  

“Yes, I think that sometimes one “slaskar till det” with key numbers and 
indicators and one compares apples and pears when municipalities com-
pare between themselves how much the environment cost per inhabitant 
in that and that municipality, but then there are not the same basic condi-
tion. Because it includes different things, for some they have the Agenda 
21 in themselves and others do not have it as it is instead spread out on 
different boards and then it is impossible to compare.” (Interview 7) 

It seemed like Agenda 21 is a concept that can contain all or nothing and 
because of this all-embracing interpretation it becomes difficult to make it 
measurable in the first place.  

When looking more closely into what the Agenda 21 goals in fact 
measure, two different pictures emerge from the material. In the written 
strategy, the six issues with long term and short term goals are presented in a 
lucid and logical way. The “fossil fuel free Växjö”, “care for Växjö’s water” 
and “greener Växjö” issues are obvious answers to an ecological dimension, 
while “sustainable housing and building” and “sustainable development of 
the industry” are linked more to the economic dimension. Finally, the issue 
of “democracy and education for sustainable development” clearly answers 
to the social element of the concept. Through its Agenda 21 strategy, the 
municipality presents the picture of a city that has taken the economical and 
social dimensions as serious as the ecological dimension in their local work 
towards a sustainable development. This is in opposition to the picture 
delivered by the officers, discussed earlier, since they understood Agenda 21 
in terms of the environment dimension.   
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The design of the strategy 

The strategy itself is a colourful document, and it’s youthfully painted and 
inspired cover-page signals that the strategy represents something other than 
a conventional municipal text document (plan, strategies etc). In the back-
ground of the picture is a city skyline. In the foreground is water, and an 
island with a tree and a bird swimming in the water.  The six goals for the 
strategy are noted in different parts of the picture; for example the ‘greener 
Växjö’ goal is placed in the crown head of the tree, and the ‘sustainable 
housing goal’ is placed in the town skyline. What should be understood as 
the target groups are listed as well: the business community, authorities, 
citizens and organisations. 

Looking at the strategy from a problem representation perspective, it 
clearly signals an attempt to frame and communicate the message of Agenda 
21 as something that concerns everyone, the business as well as individuals. 
Since the target groups are listed on the front page, it is clear who the stra-
tegy addresses, which supports a communicative aim. However, in order to 
demonstrate the official nature of the document, despite the whimsical front-
cover, it is clearly stated that it was politically approved in April 1999.  This 
assigns the strategy with importance and political legitimacy, even though it 
is designed for the public.  

The three aims formulated in the strategy invite stakeholders to the 
process of defining the “problems” to be reached while aiming to provide a 
fixed structure to the work.  The aims are formulated as: ‘reaching agreement 
about what needs to be done to reach a sustainable Växjö’, ‘clarifying local 
goals’ and ‘providing a structure to the work towards a sustainable develop-
ment’. It is, in a way, a paradox that the first aim is about reaching an agree-
ment about what needs to be done, at the same time as the strategy per se 
defines the issues to work with and what goals to reach. But in line with a 
participatory ideal, the idea of inclusiveness is made visible in the first aim, as 
it creates a feeling of being part of the defining “problem” phase – the 
involved parties will feel that they do play a role in pointing out the direction 
for the local work of creating a sustainable Växjö. Nowhere in the strategy is 
it articulated ‘who’ is supposed to agree on the matter – it is not evident that 
the target groups are the same ones as those intended to reach the agreement 
on what needs to be done in Växjö.   

Obtaining legitimacy  

The long terms goals vary significantly in terms of being measurable; some 
of them are concrete, like the one stating that ‘the local authority of Växjö 
will stop using fossil fuels’ (long term goal of the fossil fuel free Växjö issue) 
or the one that ‘the industry’s use of non-renewable resources and energy 
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will be ten times more efficient than today’ (related to the sustainable deve-
lopment of the industry issue). Others have a more visionary character, for 
example the one saying that that ‘the Växjö region should be known for 
having many companies contributing to a sustainable development’ (related 
to the ‘sustainable development of the industry’s’ issue) or the goal linked to 
the ‘democracy and education for sustainable development issue that “all 
citizens know how to reach a long term sustainable society and that we have 
a lively societal dialogue”. These types of goals talk about, for example, 
Växjö being a municipality characterised by equality and equity, preserving a 
rich and various biological diversity, or that companies should adjust their 
production to the ecological circulation. But since there are no formulations 
and discussion about when something is characterised, preserved or adjusted 
enough, the goals become quite hollow and insignificant.  

Even among the short term goals, there were a few which were not 
formulated into measurable indicators, like the goal of increased possibilities 
for citizens to actively participate in the work towards a sustainable develop-
ment (linked to the democracy and education issue), or the goal that the 
existing power station will be run more effectively (a short term goal of the 
care for Växjö’s water issue). All the others do have a point of reference and 
can, therefore, be followed up in one way or another. Politicians and public 
officers often mentioned the difficulty of finding indicators that are valid in 
terms of being measurable, simple, quantifiable etc. They often refer, both in 
documents and in the interviews, to the importance of the scientific charac-
teristics when designing indicators (interviews 23,26,30). Despite this belief 
in measures as a necessary criterion of validity, some indicators simply 
cannot be measured, which obviously has implications for their status and 
legitimacy as follow-up tools, since legitimacy is sought from the scientific 
discourse.  

Throughout the strategy, references to science are frequently made. This 
shows a strong belief in science and that scientific input provides legitimacy 
for the process (and probably the issues of Agenda 21 and sustainable deve-
lopment as well). The University of Växjö, and research conducted there, 
was mentioned several times as having a central role in strengthening the 
local environmental development (Agenda 21 strategy, 1995:6,8). It is not 
clear though in what specific way research at the local university gave input 
to the local work in Växjö regarding sustainable development issues. Instead, 
the feeling is that the words ‘university’ and ‘research’ are used to represent 
something else than concrete input to the process. They represented validity 
to the project, which provided the issue with increased legitimacy.    

A strong reliance in science is further shown when references are made to 
the Factor 4 theory on how to manage the forthcoming energy crisis 
(ibid:13). The theory builds on the premise that by using already known 
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technique and a great willingness – the energy use per unit can decrease by 
four times compared with today. With the explicit references to this theory 
in the Agenda 21 strategy, one can assume that it is of relevance for the local 
work. But there is no more information about the referred researches and 
their energy research in other documents or in the interviews. This certainly 
increases the feeling that science is being used as a reference simply to gain 
more legitimacy for the ideas.  

Ownership and incentives to be part in the work 

There is a very diffuse picture presented in the interviews regarding who was 
responsible for the work with the Agenda 21 indicators. It is clear that the 
politicians bore the formal responsibility, as they had agreed upon the stra-
tegy and the goals in the city council. However, the implementation and daily 
work with the indicators was clearly delegated - but to whom? One politician 
in the environment and health board (EHB) expresses uncertainty about the 
politicians’ role in work, as given in the quote below. 

“We couldn’t really see the point with the Agenda 21 indicators – or that 
the EHB had to report on how well they performed and fulfilled the local 
Agenda 21 vision – the basis of Agenda 21 is also the basis for the EHB! 
What were we supposed to report on? We already followed the Agenda 
21.” (Interview 7) 

The idea that the EHB, naturally worked according to an Agenda 21 spirit 
and therefore did not need to be measured according Agenda 21 indicator 
seemed to be used as an excuse for the real reason for the scepticism among 
the politicians, as shown by the statement that the person did not see the 
point of the indicators in the first place. Later in the same interview, and in 
sharp contrast to the first quote, the politician delivered another picture of 
what role Agenda 21 played in the board’s daily work. 

“But it is true that most of the “new-comers” in the EHB believe they 
will sit and discuss Agenda 21 type issues but we have never had that 
under the EHB in Växjö, instead, earlier we had an own committee for 
that.”(Interview 7)     

Here, we get the idea that Agenda 21 was not something that the EHB 
works with; instead a reference is made to the (former) Agenda 21 com-
mittee. The “new-comers” to the board were portrayed as almost naïve when 
they thought that they would get the opportunity to work with Agenda 21 
related issues in the board. This indicates that new politicians believed that 
the issue was handled and “owned” by the board. If the EHB was expected 
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to deal with Agenda issues, the normative impression that environmental 
issues and Agenda 21 issues were the same was then nourished. This indica-
tes that the above quote can be understood from a different angle – the 
board was seen as the political room where the Agenda 21 issue was dealt 
with. When discussing what scope of sustainable development the indicators 
and the strategy embodied, the political viewpoint was an ecological dimen-
sion solely. Most of the work carried out by the EHB was about controlling 
how the local community complied with the environmental law, which was 
foremost about pure environmental questions and related technical details. 

It is difficult to understand to what degree the EHB felt ownership of the 
Agenda 21 indicator issue. It seemed much clearer when the Agenda 21 
committee existed (between 1998 and 2002) with clear mandates to, first, 
create opinion, inform, inspire and through other means influence the public 
administration, companies, organisations and citizens to work towards the 
decided goals in the A21 strategy to be fulfilled and implemented, and 
second, that through information and transferring knowledge, to work 
towards the goal that the municipality’s own businesses are environmentally 
adjusted and that environmental concern is taken regarding all consideration 
and decisions at the political level (Växjö, 1998). Despite its mandate to steer 
and manage the Agenda 21 work in Växjö, there were not many incentives 
for politicians to become part of the committee as they did not enjoy much 
of status from it. 

“X: It [the committee] was established in 1998 and no one approved it, 
the officers just thought it was a burden and a little ‘Christmas tree 
decoration’ and it didn’t really do anything except trying to find things to 
do. They were supposed to discuss future issues and maybe they did but 
it never really produced anything. 
E: So you would say they had a quite diffuse assignment? 
X: Mission impossible, I mean the assignment was impossible and 
became impossible because the politicians and the parties did not put 
their most prominent politicians so to speak but a lot of B –politicians. So 
it turned into a fiasco. And it did split…even deteriorated the environ-
mental work as it was split to yet another body.” (Interview 10)   

If the attitude was that the committee served as a non-important political 
body comprised by the non-important politicians, and the fact was that the 
committee owned the issue on a formal basis, this indicates a lack of status 
of Agenda 21 in the first place. The motives to establish the committee can 
be understood from two different perspectives: To create a special body for 
the purpose, which may indicate that the work with the Agenda 21 strategy 
was taken seriously by the politicians. The fact that it was placed directly 
under the executive board office (responsible for the overall issues) also 
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supports this incentive. However, the committee didn’t get any formal power 
to intervene against those stakeholders who did not follow the strategy, nor 
did they have any formal decision making power. And most of all they did 
not receive internal legitimacy and status for their work. To let a ‘powerless’ 
committee with ‘powerless’ politicians own the issue was a sophisticated way 
to outsource the issue from the political agenda without moving it from the 
organisation.  

The role of the Agenda 21 forum 

Since the committee was closed down in 2002 no further participatory 
initiatives were initiated in the general work with sustainable development 
issues in the municipality. An argument often raised by several of the inter-
viewees is that it was impossible to maintain a participatory approach as a 
standard method of working in policy making.  

However, as a continuing of the Agenda 21 work the planning unit and 
the politicians established an ‘Agenda 21 forum’. 

“E: Was the participatory process surrounding the Agenda 21 indicators 
unique or has it continued in any form? 
X: It has not continued in that form, I mean we do not use round tables 
on a regular basis. That we do not. But one can say that this forum is a 
form of that. [the officer refers to the Agenda 21 forum] […] but I 
believe that these kinds of campaigns have to go up and down, you 
cannot keep up the devotion and the interest.” (Interview 29)    

In the above quote, the officer sees the public Agenda 21 forum as a pro-
longation of the participatory Agenda 21 process surrounding the work with 
the Agenda 21 in the mid 1990s. It seemed like the forum represented what 
was left of participatory elements in the local policy making in Växjö in 2004. 
The officer assumes that the reason for why participatory elements in policy 
making need to be introduced only occasionally is because of the public lack 
devotion to the issue.  

The Agenda 21 forum takes place about four times a year, and each time 
a new theme is discussed. I had the opportunity to visit one of these public 
forums in February 2004 and at this particular occasion the issue being 
discussed was ‘local nature care and conservation’. It was the Agenda 21 
coordinator’s responsibility to organize the forums, and according to the 
coordinator, it usually gathered around 20 participants each time. Most of 
the participants were elderly people or people from organisational interests, 
like the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation. They were invited to the 
forum via an e-mail directly from the Agenda 21 coordinator, who explained 
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that there is a prepared mailing list of people, ready to use for invitations to 
the forums. 

It is clear from the printed invitation that the forum is about providing 
information rather than encouraging a dialogue (Växjö, 2004). The invitees 
are welcomed to an “information meeting” where they can be inspired to 
participation in a new, exiting nature protection project. At the meeting the 
officers will recount the background of the days meeting. The government 
has decided upon subsidies to the municipalities regarding nature protection 
projects, and Växjö municipality plans to apply for grants and needs ideas for 
the application. In the bottom of the invitation the local associations and 
citizens are exhorted to launch ideas for different kinds of nature protection 
projects that the municipality can use in the application. What is interesting 
to note is that, even though the officers obviously strive for an interactive 
dialogue with the participants, since they ask for their ideas, they still ‘label’ 
the gathering as being about providing information, which signals no inten-
tion to get active interaction from the participants. Instead, they are inform-
ing an audience about how the issue of local nature protection is addressed 
by the municipality.  

Even thought the concept of the forum revolves around transparency 
and public participation, the problem is that it seems to be the same people 
attending the meetings every time: citizens that were, or had been, organised 
in different interests groups, mainly linked to environmental issues. This is a 
quite small group of citizens, and since there are the same people invited 
each time, the group does not seem to expand. Thus, the general public is 
not represented at the meetings.  

The overall impression from this particular meeting was that the audience 
was informed about future environmentally related projects without any 
power over what projects to be decided upon in the end. Hence, here, 
participation meant informing rather than involving the public. It is obvious 
that the local Agenda 21 and its related goals and indictors are not seen as 
public issues in the sense that they as a target group also are ascribed the 
ownership of the indicators. 

Summing up the Agenda 21 indicator analysis 
In political terms, the local Agenda 21 did seem to be an important docu-
ment, as it was politically adopted in 1999 and constituted one of the “legs” 
in the overall local environmental policy until 200656. The aim with the 
 

                                                      
56 In 2006, the Agenda 21 coordinator had turned into an environmental coordinator and the 
local environmental policy, together with the local Agenda 21, had been replaced with an 
Environmental programme (Växjö Environmental programme, 2006)  



 

 175 

Agenda 21 strategy was to function as a visionary steering document for the 
overall work related to sustainability carried out in Växjö. It was developed 
through a participatory process that involved local stakeholders, citizens and 
the administrations in seminars, round-tables and meetings. However, since 
the overriding goals were already defined, a true participatory ideal may be 
questioned even though the administration managed to involve many 
different actors. In contrast to the Stockholm case, the Agenda 21 issue was 
placed at the centre of the municipal organisation, namely under the 
planning unit (subordinated the executive board office), and not under the 
environmental administration. This can be interpreted as a signal from the 
politicians that the Agenda 21 issue concerned all activities and could not be 
reduced to ecological and environmental matters.  

Each administration had to work according to the strategy and had to 
develop own related follow-up indictors. The indictors were, in turn, 
supposed to be reported on in the municipal annual report, which many 
administrations failed to do. The politically appointed Agenda 21 committee 
was meant to accredit the Agenda strategy political support and legitimacy, 
but because the committee did not have any sanction possibilities or any 
form of power over the process and work with the goals and indicators, it 
did not gain the status it wished for in the organisation. Regarding the 
ownership issue, the same argument is valid. The Agenda 21 committee 
never managed to claim ownership over the issue because of lack of support 
and status among leading politicians.  After the committee was drawn back 
in 2002, an Agenda 21 forum was initiated by the administration. It took 
place about four times per year and is referred to by politicians as the con-
tinuation of the “Agenda 21 spirit of citizen participation”. Here, two 
observations can be made: first, that the forum is labeled and marketed as an 
‘information gathering’ rather than an opportunity to participate and be part 
of the future decision regarding agenda issues, and secondly, that the forum 
seemed to be ‘available’ only to a few selected persons on a mailing list rather 
than the general public. The ones invited were all more or less organized and 
therefore already familiar with the issues and, therefore, cannot be said to 
represent the ordinary citizens. The forum functioned as an information 
channel for the administration towards the public. What was supposed to be 
labelled a public participation initiative was really about informing rather 
than participation. Clearly the forum is not prioritised on the political 
agenda.   

Despite the fact that in the strategy covered all three dimensions of 
sustainable development and was supposed to be “the local action plan for a 
sustainable development in Växjö” (Agenda 21 strategy, 1995:3), the inter-
views reveal that Agenda 21 was understood as an ecological issue more than 
anything else. What further confirms this picture is that the politicians did 
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not longer see the Agenda 21 issue as a prioritized question on the political 
agenda. One of their most common arguments was that the environment 
(i.e. the water and the air) in Växjö is so much cleaner today than it used to 
be. Therefore, there is no longer any need to work on the Agenda 21 task 
and its related indicators. An obvious interpretation is, then, that it is the 
visible and concrete ecological effects in a short term perspective that deter-
mined the success of implementation. Although the definition of what 
Agenda 21 represents seemed narrow, in 2004 Växjö still had, contrary to 
most other municipalities in Sweden, an Agenda 21 coordinator employed 
on a full time basis.  This signals that the politicians do consider the issue as 
still being an ‘issue’ (which is different to the information gathered in the 
interviews).  

Another interesting observation is that there were, in fact, two different 
sustainable development policy discourses in Växjö’s work with the Agenda 
21 issue and indicators. They depart from the two perspectives of localism 
(expressed foremost by the politicians who guard the local dimension of 
sustainable development), and globalism (which was expressed by the fact 
that Växjö managed to established very good contacts outside Sweden and a 
good international reputation when it came to the climate change issue). 
Educational visits from abroad had increased from the end of the 1990s and 
the beginning of the 2000s, especially from Japan, as discussed in chapter 
five. Thus for the officers, a global perspective on sustainability appeared 
important since international recognition could be beneficial in terms of 
receiving grants and subsidies from the EU and other international bodies. 
However, among the politicians, the dominant perception of Agenda 21 and 
sustainable development issues was that it was foremost a local task; in the 
interviews they never mentioned the international perspective. In the inter-
views, a political localist perspective collides with the officers’ international 
perspective. Nevertheless, it is thanks to the international reputation that 
Växjö had the opportunity to participate in the pilot project of ecoBudgeting, 
which will be analyzed next.  
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The ecoBudget indicators 

Framing the indicators 
When companies want to measure their environmental performance, they 
commonly link the environment to economic parameters. Estimating the 
economic value of an environmental product or problem is familiar in eco-
nomic discourse. Within the political sphere, the phenomenon of environ-
mental performance assessment methods is not yet that common. There is 
lack of developed indicator sets that are primarily made for political steered 
organisations, with a few exceptions. The ecoBudget initiative is one of these 
exceptions.  

In the Aalborg charter57 from 1994, which focuses on the local level of 
sustainable development implementation, there was an explicit call for deve-
loping new instruments for environmental budgeting. 

“We, cities and towns, pledge to use the political and technical instru-
ments and tools available for an ecosystem approach to urban manage-
ment. We shall take advantage of a wide range of instruments [...] We 
seek to establish new environmental budgeting systems which allow for 
the management of our natural resources as economically as our artificial 
resource, 'money'.” (Aalborg Charter, 1994:1.14)  

As a response to this call, the international association for local governments 
for sustainability (the ICLEI) decided to develop a management system, 
which merged environmental costs with economic parameters and was 
specifically targeted towards governments. It may be noted that the environ-
mental audit systems of International Standard Organisation 14001 (ISO) 
and European Management and Audit System (EMAS), discussed in chapter 
two, are not adjusted to suit politically governed organisations, but rather 
private companies and organisations.   

 

                                                      
57 The Aalborg charter was signed in Aalborg, Denmark in 1994 by the participants at the 
European Conference on Sustainable Cities & Towns. The charter contains three parts: part 1 
is a consensus declaration of the European Cities and Towns towards Sustainability, part 2 is 
about the campaign that the charter launches, and part 3 concerns the Local Agenda 21 pro-
cesses, and in particular Local Action plans towards sustainability.    
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Table 7.2 Växjö’s ecoBudget indicators  

Climate stability High environmental 
consciousness  

Fresh air Living water Good housing 
environment 

High standard 
of biological 
diversity  

Fossil CO2 
emissions of the 
municipality as a 
geographical area 

Number ‘green flag’ 
certified schools  

Emissions of VOC 
from traffic (including 
evaporation) and 
heating for the 
municipality as a 
geographical area 

Phosphorus in 
the lake of 
South 
Bergunda 

Domestic waste 
to deposition 
and combustion  

Protected land 
owned by the 
local authority  

Fossil CO2 
emissions from 
transports and 
services in the local 
authority 
organisation  

Developing environ-
mental competence 
within the internal 
organisation 

Emissions of NOx 
from traffic and 
working machines for 
the municipality as a 
geographical area 

 Biological 
treatment of 
domestic waste 

Maintained 
pastureland 
owned by the 
local authority in 
the Växjö city 
area 

Oil use within the 
municipal activities  

Purchase of 
ecological milk 

  Road trees   

 Purchase of 
ecological provisions  

  Public transport 
in the city 

 

    Public transport 
in rural areas 

 

    Bike traffic in the 
city of Växjö 

 

Source: Växjö ecoBudget, 2001 

The goal of the ecoBudget project was to provide a political framework for 
directing local communities and their authorities towards ecological sustain-
able development (Växjö municipality, 2003). A cyclic approach of prepara-
tion, implementation and evaluation following the logic of an ordinary 
annual or bi-annual budget cycle is used in the ecoBudget. The idea is that 
the environmental budget cycle starts with a pre-report developed by the 
environmental administration or unit in the local authority. Then the 
environmental committee, as well as the local community and/or the city 
council, discuss the draft budget, which then can be changed according to 
political and local priorities. After possible changes, the city council votes 
and adopts the final version of the environmental budget. This means that 
the targets, or budget values, become politically binding, giving the local 
administration the mandate to develop measures to meet those targets. The 
intention is that the budget also should report on who is responsible for its 
different parts, i.e. the targets and indicators.  
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To monitor and control the budget, accounts are set up in order to register 
the environmental spending and to compare that with the available environ-
mental resources. And at the end of the budget year an environmental 
budget balance is set up, which provides further information of the environ-
mental situation by statements of environmental assets and environmental-
benefit-analysis. The cycle starts again, and the next year’s budget can be 
developed by the information given by the previous years’ budget balance. It 
is recommended to identify four to six themes (environmental resources) 
and then link two or three indicators to each theme. 

This framework must be used by the participants in the project, but it is 
important that each local authority develop their own ecoBudget indicators 
to ensure that their local targets and goals to reach a sustainable development 
are integrated in the project. Between 1996 and 2000, four German munici-
palities took part in the pilot project of ecoBudgeting. As a direct result of, 
what was seen as a successful German experience, the project expanded to a 
European stage of six local authorities/cities/districts in four European 
countries. Apart from Växjö in Sweden, the participants were two munici-
palities in Greece (Amaroussion and Kalithea), two cities in Italy (Ferrara 
and Bologna), and one district council in United Kingdom (Lewes). Origi-
nally, the project was active over a three-year period between 2000 and 2004.  

When the ecoBudget system was introduced in Växjö it was naturally pre-
sented by the responsible officers as an environmental audit system that 
could improve the local environmental work by systematising the local goals 
and the follow-up of the work. It was also introduced as a concrete policy to 
follow-up the environmental work in general, and to make sure that the goals 
in the Agenda 21 strategy could be reached, in particular. Växjö lacked such a 
policy. The idea of Agenda 21 was still seen as too visionary in many political 
forums and the Agenda 21 indicators had been difficult to implement in the 
organisation. Therefore, there was a need to concretise the Agenda by 
different means of measurements and valuations, and the ecoBudget became 
the answer to that call. According to the recommended number of themes 
and indicators, Växjö identified six themes and in total 18 related indicators 
(Table 7.2).  

The developing process 
By 1999, the local Greens in Växjö had introduced a bill to the local city 
council in which they demanded that the local authority’s own building and 
the authority’s activities should be adjusted to environmental standards and 
the ecological circulation. The bill was adopted by the city council and 
transferred to the environmental administration to present a solution to the 
issue. While the issue was investigated and dealt with by the environmental 
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administration, ICLEI had started to look for partners to join their ecoBud-
get project. As Växjö was internationally recognised for their environmental 
work, ICLEI decided to contact them to present their idea. In the end of the 
year 2000, Växjö got the offer to participate in the project, together with a 
few other selected municipalities around Europe. At this stage, the officers, 
as well as the politicians, had realised that the environmental audit systems at 
the market, namely the European standard of EMAS and the international 
standard of ISO 14001, were too complex and not adjusted or flexible 
enough to suit a political steered organisation. Hence, the ecoBudget propo-
sal from ICLEI became interesting to Växjö, not only because it was specifi-
cally designed for local governments and other politically steered organisa-
tions, but also because of the financial support from ICLEI. Obtaining 
external financing was a condition for the local politicians to accept the 
project because it is generally very expensive to introduce such a large and 
comprehensive audit system in the organisation.  

Less than a year after the initial contact from ICLEI, in September 2001, 
the local project started, and it ran until 2004. Together with the ecoBudget 
agency at ICLEI, Växjö coordinated the project. In practice, this meant that 
the local project coordinator in Växjö was also the main coordinator for the 
project at international level. This double role of the project coordinator did 
have advantages for example in financial terms, by increasing the number of 
local representatives who could attend the international meetings, thanks to 
more financial resources given from the project. 

“There are limited financial resources in the project, which means that for 
the other partners in the project it is impossible to financially support 
more than two or three representatives from the local administration to 
join the international meetings, but for us, since we are the beneficial lead 
partner, the whole local group, including my boss, can attend the meet-
ings.” (Interview 48)    

This probably played an important role when it came to establish the project 
in the local administration – the more people involved in the process the 
easier it was to get legitimacy for the project. Certainly there were also 
disadvantages with the double role. The most important one was the fact 
that it was more or less impossible to feel satisfied with the work done at 
both levels.  The dual position, in reality, demanded more than a full time 
duty, as explained by the project leader.  
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The administrative context and stakeholders involved 
The administration of the ecoBudget project is organised in different layers 
of groups, each having different input to and responsibility in the process.  
However, the groups are interlinked, and several people represent more than 
one group. The municipal executive board and its working executive 
committee had the political responsibility. The committee received the pre-
pared issues from the administration, while the board simply had the overall 
responsibility. To make sure that environmental issues were somewhat 
anchored politically before they were presented to the city council and the 
executive board, there was also a group of politicians, officers (working with 
environmental issues) and the administrative director. They had the specific 
task of acting as a sounding board for the officers when it came to environ-
mental issues. Usually the meetings took place every sixth week. 

“They [the group] are there to bandy ideas with us before we give the 
issue to the working executive committee. It is good to prepare the pre-
sent issue and, to a certain extent, get it politically anchored so that you 
know that something will not come out of the blue when it is decided 
upon by the politicians…of course we use the group to discuss all kinds 
of environmental issues, not only the ecoBudget.” (Interview 48)   

One could guess that the fact that the administrative director is participating 
in this group would make it easier for the officers working with environ-
mental issues to gain support for their projects, but when asking about 
support from their ‘highest’ level they deliver another picture.  

“I believe that our administrative director is not really interested in 
environmental issues, she does not prioritise the subject, which means 
that it is difficult to get the support you wish for from the ‘highest admi-
nistrative level.” (Interview 44) 

A project group that consists of some of the key administrative functions in 
terms of environmental and sustainable development issues, like the coordi-
nation of the Agenda 21 work and the Local Investment Programme (LIP), 
as well as the project leader for the revision of the local physical planning 
strategy, managed the ecoBudget project. Clearly the design of this group 
was an attempt to link ecoBudget to several different angles and issues of the 
local environmental work, in particular to Agenda 21. But since every admi-
nistration within the local authority was supposed to implement and inte-
grate the ecoBudget scheme into their own work, it was important to allow 
representatives from all administrations to take part in the process of deve-
loping the targets and the indicators. First, it was obligatory to appoint a 
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representative from each administration in the organisation, but this was 
soon changed to a voluntary task, as explained by one of the administrators. 

“From the project group it was clear that, in order to make this budget 
system to work, it had to be obligatory for all administrations to partici-
pate in the process of developing targets and indicators, while many of 
the administrations complained and argued that this work was too time-
consuming and was given too much weight compared to other tasks that 
also had to be fulfilled. We then made a compromise by letting the parti-
cipation be voluntary for those interested but the implementation, i.e. to 
report on the indicators and to integrate that work with the ordinary 
economic accounting was still compulsory.” (Interview 48)      

Not surprisingly, it turned out that the ones interested in participating in the 
target and indicator work were the administrations already working to a 
significant extent with environmental issues. The smaller administration with 
fewer resources in both economical terms and in number of personnel 
tended to not prioritise this work. To broaden and disseminate the work 
with the ecoBudget even more within the organisation, internal experts 
within different fields formed expert groups that broke down the subjects of 
interest defined by the target group into measurable indicators. This chain of 
interaction of different groups with different tasks and responsibilities in the 
process of shaping the local ecoBudget shows that many (internal) actors 
have been involved in the work. The project group believed that the project 
was anchored in parts of the organisation, but that there were still units that 
showed no interest in the issue and only reported on the indicators because 
they were told to do so. 

Many of the politicians admit that they have heard about the concept but 
do not really know what it implies and that they feel they should know more.    

Quote I 
“I wouldn’t say that the ecoBudget is well anchored among us politicians. 
Many have heard about it, but few know what it is about. One reason is 
the low interest in general for environmental questions.” (Interview 10) 

Quote II 
“It has been hard to implement the ecoBudget sometimes, as many politi-
cians found it hard to understand as it demands a new way of thinking; 
and unfortunately I believe that it is much more well known among the 
officers.” (Interview 47) 
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How are the ecoBudget indicators understood by the politicians and officers? 

Problem adressed 

There are basically two types of indicators in the ecoBudget system: environ-
mental assets indicators and environmental benefit ratio indicators. Because 
there are two types of indicators, they may answer to different problems and 
hence hold different kinds of representations. The latter group is supposed 
to show a relationship between the environment and use/value and, 
therefore, be understood as kind of “quality indicators”. According to one 
officer, these indicators are supposed to measure ‘quality of life’ and be 
linked to Agenda 21. 

“Then we have something called environmental benefit ratio, which is a 
kind of relationship between environment and utility. When we have 
discussed it on international level, it has been said that this is some kind 
of quality indicator; its goal is to rise above the environmental dimension 
and try to connect the different parts of the Agenda 21; in other words, 
the social part and the environmental part. That is the idea of it.” (Inter-
view 48)  

In using the words ‘benefit ratio’, ‘utility’ and ‘asset indicators’ a connection 
is made to an economic growth discourse where statistical measurements of 
‘hard facts’ are awarded. Here, the idea is that, if it can be calculated as 
useful, it is automatically ascribed a value. Values are defined in relation to its 
usefulness: no use means no value! In the quote above, the officer refers to 
discussions taking place at the international level of the project in which 
benefit ratio indicators are seen as some kind of quality indicators. What is 
interesting here is that, despite that the system’s skeleton consist of growth 
oriented and rational concepts indicating a flirtation with and link to a 
management discourse, the idea of Agenda 21 is still present as an overall 
umbrella for the project.       

Originally, the idea of the ecoBudget project was that it was supposed to 
go hand in hand with an Agenda 21 process in the municipality. As the 
quotes below confirm, the idea was to use Agenda 21 “methods” of round-
tables, communication with citizens and other agents/stakeholders to 
supposedly find resources, defining issues and ultimately indicators for the 
local ecoBudget.  

Quote I 
“The difference with ecoBudget compared to other environmental audit 
systems is that this follows a kind of Agenda 21 idea. That means that you 
should have a link to the citizens, the local industry etc. So when the 
method was introduced to us on the [ICLEI] workshop the point was 
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that a whole Agenda 21 process should be initiated, so that one can find, 
in the Agenda 21 process, the resources, the areas you are interested in 
and also choose the indicators or the goals you are interested in.” (Inter-
view 48)  

Quote II 
“In order to reach best possible effect, the environmental budget and the 
Agenda’s action plan have to be synchronised: The Agenda’s vision of 
sustainable development for a municipality’s future is expressed con-
cretely in terms of targets laid down in the environmental budget.” 
(ICLEI, 2000:5) 

Quote III 
“The environmental audit system shall improve the environmental work 
by systematise the goals and the following up of the environmental work. 
The aim is to follow up the municipality’s environmental policy and that 
the agreed goals in the Agenda 21 strategy will be reached.” (Växjö muni-
cipality, 2003b:10)     

All three quotes verify that an economic management oriented discourse and 
the idea of Agenda 21 can, and should, go hand in hand. Further, they all 
emphasise this as one important goal of the ecoBudget project. However, 
when Växjö decided to embark the project, they nevertheless decided to 
follow another route.    

“But we decided that since we already had an Agenda 21 strategy and also 
had gone through this kind of process [referring to roundtables and other 
forms of public participation] – this was not the way for Växjö to proceed 
with the project. We decided that ecoBudget should instead be the moni-
toring/steering instrument of the Agenda 21 strategy – the goals are 
defined in the Agenda 21 strategy but monitored through the ecoBudget 
system.” (Interview 48)      

From the beginning the local project group did not see the demanded link to 
Agenda 21 and public participation in the ecoBudget work as a problem 
since the municipality already had an Agenda 21 strategy, which was pre-
ceded by a participatory process. The idea was that the ecoBudget was seen 
as the follow-up work of the Agenda strategy and therefore, in an indirect 
way, had been developed through a public participatory process. The strategy 
needed to be monitored – and here was the instrument for that! Thus, when 
the process of developing the ecoBudget indicators was initiated, one would 
assume that the Agenda 21 goals and indicators would be the natural starting 
point. In practice, this was not the case. 
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“E: Was it an expressed aim that the Agenda 21 strategy should have 
been the guiding principle for the ecoBudget indicators? 
X: Probably it was, but it was not taken into account. It should have been 
obligatory that is my point of view, but it wasn’t. There is a huge rift there 
and it is the fact that the total CO2 emissions is not an indicator in the 
ecoBudget, which leads to the fact that when the departments, for 
example, do not buy “green electricity” it is not evident. They do not 
have electricity as an indicator in the ecoBudget system, while we have 
the total amount of CO2 emission as a goal in the Agenda 21 strategy.” 
(Interview 44)     

From the beginning, the ambition with the ecoBudget system was not to 
develop new goals and totally new indicators, but to manage and follow up 
the goals in the Agenda 21 strategy – which the local authority organization 
already was supposed to work according to. But despite this ambition, new 
indicators were created. 

“X: I have not been involved in the work of identifying indicators to the 
ecoBudget, and I think that we maybe should have had other indicators. 
But it has been a very democratic approach to the work with the indica-
tors, the fact that people really have got…all parts of the organization 
have been involved in deciding the indicators. I think that it has been, I 
shouldn’t say too much about democracy, but maybe someone could 
have steered/managed it better according to the goals we have and what 
was decided before instead of decide again what indicators we should 
have.  
E: When you say goals do you mean the ones in the Agenda 21 strategy? 
X: Yes, and then we also have the European Common Indicators which 
we have said we should try to work according to. That is also decided.” 
(Interview 44) 

This officer express a disappointment about the fact that the goals and 
indicators already in use (or at least decided upon) were not really taken into 
account when shaping the ecoBudget indicators. When asking more about 
the European Common Indicators, neither this officer nor anyone else, 
could explain why they were not in use in Växjö. Apparently, the ECIs were 
lost sometime during the work with indicators and goals in the municipality. 
No one seemed to have (or felt) responsibility for them anymore.  

Obtaining legitimacy 

The responsible group realised the importance of having well informed 
politicians from the beginning, primarily in order to increase the legitimacy 
of the project. This would be particularly important when the project sought 
continuing financial support from ICLEI. Therefore, they spent a lot of time 
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meeting the local politicians to inform them about this new way of account-
ing for the local environment. Different people had different opinions about 
whether the system is known and understood by the politicians; the officers 
generally believed that the politicians were very familiar with the system, but 
the politicians did not fully agree. According to several of the officers, the 
system should have been familiar to the politicians, in particular since it was 
linked to the local budget, a core issue for many politicians. 

“Among the politicians it is anchored; they have heard about is so many 
times now and they also understand it better because it speaks with an 
‘economic language’ – a common language for politicians.” (Interview 19)   

One reason why the politicians did not seem as informed about the issue as 
the officers believed, despite the fact that the project managed to involve all 
different administrations, may be that the environmental issue was no longer 
as prioritised on the political agenda as before. This information asymmetry 
between the politicians and the administration points to a potential problem 
for the officers of receiving the desired (political) legitimacy for the project.  

Indicators can be helpful instruments to show results and progress; they 
can symbolize efficiency and control of a process. This is what they often 
represent in economic and management discourses, as discussed in chapter 
three. Closely linked to efficiency and control are the concepts of 
measurability and concreteness, which is also what the ecoBudget indicators 
strived to embody. This was manifested by the “indicator criteria list”, 
provided by the ICLEI and used in Växjö as the model for the working 
groups when they defined and developed the indicators.  

“They [the indicators] must be distinct, you have to be able to define it, 
and you must be able to do a list of the indicators, be explicit of how you 
measure so that it will be possible to measure in the same way this year as 
last year. Also, you must have indicators that can only be interpreted in 
one way – when you see the answer you must be sure of what you see, 
which we call to be precise. They must be easy to understand and that is 
always problematic – the experts believe that the indicator loses relevance 
if it is made in more general and easily interpreted ways. You also must be 
able to measure them – in other words using existing statistics and data. 
You must see trends and you must have goals.” (Interview 48) 

These characteristics are definitely both scientific and functional. However, 
as concluded earlier in relation to the Agenda 21 indicators in Växjö as well 
as the systems in Stockholm, the references to scientific validity and reliabil-
ity are made by using forms of criteria lists, as the one provided by ICLEI.  
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The ecoBudget system and indicators was well known among the different 
administrative units. Clearly, from the beginning, the ambition was to involve 
the whole organization in the process of developing ecoBudget indicators. 
The fact that there were several working groups comprised of people from 
different units, specifically selected for the different types of indicators to be 
defined, signaled that a participatory approach on an internal organizational 
level was prioritized. According to one officer, this approach was taken in 
order to get support for the project, since the more officers reached in the 
initial part of the process; the easier it would be to create legitimacy for the 
indicators. Maybe even more importantly, it would create a feeling of 
“owning” the indicators within the organization. The power to define the 
indicators was given to the administration and the officers involved in the 
working groups. But it was indicated in several of the interviews that the 
most important group in the process was the economists. They were seen as 
“a must” to get on board; without them, it was meaningless to carry on 
working. Apparently it was the economists that, in the end, approved the 
system by ‘accepting’ it. This provided the needed legitimacy and status for 
the project. For the project, as such, this seemed more important to achieve 
than keeping a clear linkage to the local Agenda 21 ideas and indicators.   

Quote I 
“EcoBudget is more linked to ordinary economical budget work and 
balance sheet […] I think that is good. You get more understanding 
among the economists and on the whole, so that it is not something just 
‘sailing alongside of the rest’.” (Interview 27) 

Quote II 
“I think it helps a lot, especially for the people at the economic depart-
ment and managers and those kinds of people…the ideas are taken more 
seriously, you are forced to take care of it in this process, the budget 
process.” (Interview 45) 

Quote III 
“What makes it probably a bit easier for the organization to understand 
the ecoBudget is the fact that it follows the economic system, which is 
structured according to the same logic. But the problem may be that we 
who day by day works with environmental issues usually do not know 
anything about the economic system and therefore we sometimes wonder 
how this works. But it is probably easier for politicians to understand, if it 
is not something “luddigt miljötjafs” (environmental nonsense).” (Inter-
view 19)  
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If the economists do not understand (i.e. see the point of) the system, it will 
“sail alongside the rest”; in other words, they played an extremely important 
role when it came to make sure that issues were integrated and included in 
the whole of the work. The second quote confirms that economists, 
managers and ‘those kinds of people’ were the ones ‘deciding’ how serious 
an idea would be taken. Who the people other than the economists and 
managers with this status were was not defined any further by the officer, 
but it is clear that it was not the ones working at the environmental depart-
ment. Since they are mentioned together with economists and managers, one 
possibility is that the officer was referring to the statisticians and employees 
backing up, and working closely with, the economic department. The last 
sentence in the last quote tells us that the logic of the economic terms 
represents stringency, clearness in opposition to what the officer labels, 
‘environmental nonsense’, which apparently seemed to be what environmen-
tal issues “normally” may represent to politicians.  

Linking target group to ownership 

Despite the fact that the ecoBudget system seemed well established in the 
administration and among the officers, the story was different when it came 
to the politicians. When the system was initiated in the municipality, the 
officer in charge informed the politicians about the project (interviews 48, 
47).  So it can be said that the project was also rooted among the politicians. 
However, very few of them seemed to understand what the system was 
about. This highlights the important issue of communication; even though 
information about the indicators was transferred from the public officers in 
charge of the project to the politicians, they still lacked knowledge about it. 
This must be an effect of poor communication or lack of interest from the 
politicians. Either way, it is problematic that the ones deciding about a policy 
do not really know (or understand) what the policy is about. This brings to 
light, once again, the important linkage between legitimacy, knowledge and 
communication. 

“It depends on what you mean by anchored. Personally I do feel that I 
am not particularly well prepared in that issue but we have the informa-
tion, and then it should of course be a matter for each of us to prepare; 
and I know my shortcoming here with the ecoBudget. 
E: How did you get the information? In the board? 
X: The board got the information by the public officer in charge of the 
ecoBudget.  
E: And this officer actually visited the boards?   
X: Yes, when we had a board meeting and we got detailed and good 
information.” (Interview 27)  
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This politician confirms that the EHB did get detailed and good information 
about the system but at the same time blames him/her for not being enough 
prepared. A lack of knowledge is seen as the individual politician’s problem; 
there is no attempt in making this a collective problem. If we compare with 
the following two quotes, on the same subject, the lack of knowledge turns 
into a collective problem – the following two politicians claim that the lack 
of knowledge cannot be put on an individual level, but on a more structural 
level.  

Quote I 
“E: Would you say that the ecoBudget and/or the A21 strategy serve as 
guidance for the work in the board (EHB)? 
X: No, I must admit that if I should be honest regarding the ecoBudget 
and we have just had some information about it. We have not really in 
concrete terms been confronted with the ecoBudget. I think most of the 
members of the Board would say that. I mean we have had information 
about it but…what it really means in concrete terms or what it implies in 
concrete terms we have not really… I do not believe that many of us 
know about that.” (Interview 47) 

Quote II 
“E: The ecoBudget is regarded as some form of development of how to 
actually implement sustainable development and integrate it into the 
overall system. Would you say that it is well established, its content and 
aim, among the politicians? 
X: No, it is not. There are extremely few, if you would ask the local 
councillors it is maybe ten of them who could tell you about the aim of 
the project, many have heard the name and many know it is about the 
environment, but I believe there are very few politicians that knows what 
the project really is about.” (Interview 10)     

They admit that, in fact, not many politicians do know about the issue. In 
terms of owning the issue, it becomes evident that the officers are the 
“drivers” behind the project since they, first of all, possessed the knowledge, 
and second, they were mobilized, which made the issue firmly rooted within 
the whole administrative organization. Since knowledge and ownership of an 
issue is related to its legitimacy, it is clear that in the case of ecoBudget the 
issue itself is owned by the officers, not the politicians. I got the impression 
that many politicians had no idea what the system was about, despite the fact 
that it was an overall organizational management system integrated into the 
budget cycle, thus affecting all policy areas within the municipality. However, 
to own an issue is not the same thing as possessing the power over the issue. 
When it comes to political projects the power lies with those who decide the 
finances, in most cases the politicians. They are the ones deciding whether 
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there will be any financial support and continuation of the project. It will be 
a difficult task for the officers to convince the politicians to finance a pro-
longation of the project, since it may be hard to show ‘real effects’ after just 
two years of using the system. Sustainability related policies are per se long 
term tasks, and two years may not be enough for a fair evaluation of its 
effectiveness. One strategy from the officers has therefore been to link the 
ecoBudget to Växjö’s international reputation in sustainable development 
issues. 

Internationalization of a local strategy 

To link the local to the global is one of the fundamental theses inbuilt in the 
Agenda 21 idea; so it is in no way a unique concept to link the ecoBudget to 
the international work taking place in the municipality. What is unique in the 
case of Växjö is the fact that a couple of public officers realized the potential 
of this linkage between levels – the “multilevelness” of sustainable develop-
ment – at an early stage and started, in a deliberate way, to target the inter-
national environmental community. In particular this was true for the climate 
change issue, which the municipality decided to focus on in the mid 1990s, 
as mentioned earlier. 

“We have a name and have a position in Sweden and internationally when 
it comes to the climate issue […] It is much easier to get the politicians 
on board when you gain success and is well-known for it. It means a lot 
that the local government commissioner gets to go to Japan twice a year. 
It is very difficult to discontinue the environmental work when you just 
stood in front of 700 Japanese and boasted about how active your 
municipality is in the field. I think it had been very difficult to keep it 
alive. It is difficult to keep it alive.” (Interview 44) 

In the last sentence, the officer refers to the interest in environmental issues 
in general among the politicians. The attention from the international com-
munity, and in particular Japan, has definitely helped the issue gain interest in 
the eyes of the politicians. Because the municipality has been internationally 
recognised, they have also gained quite a lot of media coverage in Sweden. 
Publicity, in this case, has worked as a way to promote and market the 
municipality. This positive publicity regarding Växjö’s efforts in reducing 
CO2 emissions also lead to ICLEI wanting to have Växjö as the “team – 
leader” in the ecoBudget project. The self-esteem, self-confidence and may-
be even a feeling of superiority that the individual politician gets from talking 
and promoting Växjö, in front of 700 people, in another country, should not 
be underestimated. The officers knew this and therefore they ensured that 
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the relationship with Japanese corporations and local authorities was main-
tained.  

“It is a good contact we have with the mass media and we have been 
working with it for a long time and been successful in getting many 
articles published considering how small we [referring to the environmen-
tal administration] are in the municipal activity. So there are definitely 
discussions of strategies and we often take initiatives and make contacts 
with the journalists to get it in. That feels good.” (Interview 30) 

Apparently, the mass media was seen as an important actor in the internal 
“battle” among the local administrations to receive status and acknowledge-
ment both internally and externally. For the public officer quoted above, it 
was important to point out the fact that although the environmental admini-
stration was small in relation to the other administrations they managed to 
get many articles published about their work, maybe even more articles than 
the other administrations and units. Media coverage gives status to issues and 
by using the media platform the environmental issue becomes important and 
therefore difficult for the politicians to ignore. One way for the officers to 
seek to legitimacy for the issues and projects and to keep up the interest 
from the politicians (and citizens) is to “sell” the stories to journalists to 
make news out of them.   

The localist vs. globalist perspective that was discussed in relation to the 
Agenda 21 strategy was also visible when talking to people about the 
ecoBudget indicators. Interestingly, it was almost exclusively the public 
officers who talked about Agenda 21 and sustainable development in a glo-
bal perspective, using metaphors and concepts like responsibility, commit-
ment and justice when discussing and describing the local work. Despite the 
fact that the municipality had gained an international reputation of being one 
of the local pioneers in terms of combating the climate change, many 
politicians made no references to the international dimension when talking 
about what sustainable development in fact represented to them. Instead, a 
narrow and local framing of the issues appeared in our talks about the 
ecoBudget as well.  

Summing up the ecoBudget indicator analysis 
The ecoBudget indicators received much of its local legitimacy from being 
an international project in which Växjö was specially invited to participate. It 
became internally anchored after an ambitious process by the officers in 
charge of the system. All units and administrations were obliged to work 
with the indicators. Although the responsible administrative group made an 
effort to invite representatives from all different administrations in the local 
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authority in the initiating phase of the project, it turned out that the ones 
interested in the work were already working with sustainability issues. Hence, 
the number of people involved in the process was reduced more than the 
responsible administrative group expected. Because the project was an 
internal management system made for politically governed organisations, this 
implied that the aim was not to include citizens, since they were not a prime 
target group. However, since ICLEI firmly stated that ecoBudget was 
supposed to be integrated with the local Agenda 21 work, the administrative 
prerequisites for the work was different compared to an implementation of 
an ordinary management system like the ISO 14001 or the EMAS. With the 
ecoBudget project, the responsible officers faced the challenge to combine a 
conventional management system with the ideas and methods of Agenda 21.  

Comparative analysis of the systems in Växjö 
When summing up the findings in the two indicator systems in Växjö we 
find that they are driven by quite different claims. The Agenda 21 strategy 
was developed in a participatory manner involving many external stake-
holders. However, the main themes of the strategy were defined beforehand, 
which limited the degree of influencing the content for the participants. The 
ecoBudget indicators became quickly internally anchored but did not involve 
any external stakeholders in the work, except for the international project 
owner, ICLEI.     

Table 7.3 Analytical summary of the systems in Växjö  

 Administrative context Stakeholders involved  

Agenda 21 indicators Participatory driven Broad range of participants  

ecoBudget indicators  Efficiency driven Broad internal but no external involvement  

 
In contrast to the Agenda 21 indicators, the ecoBudget indicators were less 
of visionary guidelines and much more of concrete tools for a short term 
perspective. It was a pure internal project targeting the local authority admi-
nistration. However, it was aimed to make the local Agenda 21 strategy 
measurable by developing indicators linked to the goals in the strategy. A 
clear ambition from ICLEI was that ecoBudget was to be seen as a part of, 
or a continuation of, the local work with Agenda 21. Unlike the ISO 14001 
and EMAS environmental management and audit systems, the ecoBudget 
was created for and targeted towards politically steered organizations. As 
concluded earlier, the project was well anchored in the administration, but 
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less so among the politicians. Despite a clear relationship between the 
Agenda 21 indicators and ecoBudget indicators in theory, the link seemed 
somewhat unclear in practice. When describing the goals and the indicators 
and their governing contexts, the following can be concluded: the aims of 
the two systems differed since the Agenda 21 strategy aimed to reach 
agreements about the sustainability course of Växjö, clarify local goals that 
could be the basis for indicators, and provide a structure for the towards a 
sustainable development. The ecoBudget indicators, on the other hand, had 
the goal of making the Agenda 21 strategy concrete and making its goals 
measurable. This indicates that the scope of the two systems should 
correspond, since the indicators of the ecoBudget were supposed to be 
linked to the goals in the Agenda 21 strategy.   

However, when comparing the two indicator sets, it turns out that this is 
not the case. The “climate stability” indicators in the ecoBudget are linked to 
the goals of a ‘fossil fuel free Växjö’ in the Agenda 21 strategy. Regarding the 
next theme in the budget, “high environmental consciousness”, only one of 
the four indicators is directly linked to a goal in the strategy, and that is the 
number of schools with a green flag. The “fresh air” indicators do not even 
have equivalent goals in the strategy, even though the fossil fuel free goal 
touches upon the issue. The “living water” indicator can be related to the 
strategy, but it is surprising that there is only one water-indicator, since that 
issue seemed to be very important for the whole local identity and was often 
referred to by the politicians. Two out of the six “good housing environ-
ment” indicators represents goals in the Agenda.  Those are ‘the domestic 
waste to deposition and combustion’ and ‘the bike traffic in the city of 
Växjö’, which as a goal in placed under the heading ‘fossil fuel free Växjö’ in 
the strategy. The last two indicators in the budget (linked to the theme “high 
environmental biological diversity”) are linked to a goal placed under 
‘greener Växjö for a richer diversity’ in the strategy.  

The most remarkable conclusion when looking at the scope of the indica-
tors in relation to the goals in the strategy is the fact that the democratic 
visions of more citizen participation articulated in several goals in the stra-
tegy is completely abandoned in the budget. The ecoBudget is an indicator 
system for the internal organisation of the local authority, which may explain 
the fact that a citizen and public participatory perspective is not present. 
Since the ecoBudget only embraces some of the issues in the strategy (the 
public participatory goals, for example, are not made measurable via indica-
tors), it was difficult to follow-up and evaluate the fulfilment of the goals. 
This is an example of how one important issue of the strategy is removed 
from the political agenda by simply not being taken into account when 
concretising the issues into indicators. Obviously, indicators can function as 
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a tool to exclude a political commitment from the agenda, since it cannot be 
made “measurable” by traditional means. 

Clearly the ecoBudget serve as a local monitoring and performance tool 
for the politicians and the link to the Agenda 21 strategy seems distant. By 
contrast, the idea behind the Agenda 21 indicators was that they were 
supposed to mirror, not only the environmental and economical dimensions 
of sustainable development but also a “democratic and educational” 
dimension. The five identified goals linked to this dimension in the strategy 
were of an awareness-raising and empowerment character. But because these 
goals were never translated into measurable indicators through the 
framework of ecoBudget, the participatory Agenda 21 elements never made 
it to the implementation-phase in the organisation. Therefore, the ecoBudget 
indicators are much more a product of efficiency claims, despite the projects 
idea to be a prolongation of the local Agenda 21 work.  
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Chapter 8 
 

Sundsvall’s indicators  

Sundsvall’s work with the public health perspective as a part of the overall 
sustainability work is unique compared to the other two municipalities in this 
study. Here the focus is on the Life Environmental Balance Sheet indicators 
and the local Welfare and Public health indicators. Both systems have faced 
challenges in administrative terms but in different ways managed to survive 
and become established in the organisation.  

Life Environmental Balance Sheet 
The first environmental balance sheet (EBS) was produced in Sundsvall in 
1991, but despite the early work with the public health issue, it took eleven 
years for it to be included in the environmental balance sheet. In 2002, the 
EBS became a LEBS – a Life Environmental Balance Sheet – to mark the 
shift away from a pure environmental rhetoric towards a sustainable deve-
lopment perspective. For this study I have chosen to examine the balance 
sheets produced between 2000 and 2004 (Sundsvall municipality, 2000, 2001, 
2002, 2003, 2004). 

Framing the indicators 
Since 1991 the local authority’s administrations have reported on their 
environmental work to the balance sheets on a yearly basis. To actually use 
one of the core instruments and well known notions in economics – the 
balance sheet – and extend its use to include calculations of environmental 
costs, has been rather provocative for politicians, as well as officers, in 
Sundsvall.  To them, this concrete way of linking the environment and the 
economy had never really been considered before. In many ways the 
environmental balance sheet idea corresponds to the ecoBudget idea in 
Växjö, which also clearly connects the environment to the economy. How-
ever, Sundsvall was ten years ahead with their ecological-economical linkage. 
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“At the time, no one knew what an environmental balance sheet was and 
the economists became stressed because we purposely used the term 
balance sheet and linked that to the environmental issue, but we wanted it 
to be provocative.” (Interview 36)   

Between 1991 and 2001, the balance sheets focused on pure environmen-
tally-related aspects. But from 2002 their content was broaden to include a 
health perspective and, more importantly, to link the environment to health 
– the life environmental balance sheet.  This was a serious effort to more 
effectively include the social dimension of sustainable development in the 
local environmental work.  

Developing process and scope 
In 1997, Sundsvall adopted their own local Agenda 21, intended to guide the 
local environment and development for the next 25 years. The agenda points 
to ten themes with one goal linked to each theme. All local administrations 
were commissioned to develop their own action plans linked to the local 
goals in the Agenda 21. The planning unit was entrusted by the politicians to 
inform and educate the administrations, provide them with tools for that 
work, and to develop following up measures. It was up to the administra-
tions to decide whether they wanted to revise their action plans on a yearly 
basis or once each political term of office. The local Agenda 21 work is 
reported on in the balance sheets.  
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Table 8.1 Sundsvall’s Local Agenda 21 

Theme Goal  Theme  Goal  

Knowledge  All people in Sundsvall shall know how our way 
of living and working influences the health and 
the environment – in our municipality and in the 
world 

Consumption We should choose goods and services that do 
least harm to nature and health  

Power  People in Sundsvall shall have power and 
influence over the work towards a sustainable 
society 

Production  All goods should be made in a resource 
efficient manner, in closed processes. 

Health  Each person in Sundsvall should have the 
opportunity to have good health and quality of 
life 

Energy  Only renewable energy shall be used, and the 
energy should be used in an efficient manner. 

Standard of living The living conditions shall be adjusted to the 
nature’s eco-cycle 

Transports  Transports shall be made in a very energy 
efficient way  

Nature The rich nature of Sundsvall shall be 
preserved./…/ 

Waste  No new waste dumps will be established 
Sundsvall  

Source: Sundsvall’s Local Agenda 21, 1997 

When examining the themes and goals in the agenda it becomes clear that 
sustainable development is interpreted in a broad sense. The three sustain-
ability dimensions of the environment, economy and society are all repre-
sented by different themes. Additionally, themes like knowledge, power and 
standard of living are part of the agenda. The goals linked to the knowledge 
and power themes indicate that citizens should be well informed and have 
power and influence over the local sustainability work. I have analysed the 
balance sheets in order to see what they in fact contained. I found that there 
has been a shift from a dominating pure environmental and technical 
discourse in the balance sheets from 2000 and 2001, to a more multi-
dimensional discourse of sustainable development with a broader scope in 
the following three years’ sheets. In order to illustrate this shift in scope, the 
content lists of the five balance sheets are listed next to each other (Table 
8.2).  

Here we can see what issues were addressed in the different sheets and 
how much weight, in terms of number of pages, they had, in relation to each 
other. Not surprisingly, the balance between pure environmental matters and 
social and health dimensions drastically changed when the EBS turned into a 
LEBS in 2002. It may even be appropriate to say that a discursive shift took 
place in the local approach to sustainable development when the public 
health issue upgraded its status by being included in the established muni-
cipal tool of balance sheets. 
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Table 8.2 Lists of content in the balance sheets 2000-2004  

Env. Balance Sheet 
2000 

Env. Balance Sheet 
2001 

Life Env. Balance 
Sheet 2002 

Life Env. Balance 
Sheet 2003 

Life Env. Balance 
Sheet 2004 

(1) Foreword 
(2) Local Env.  
indicators  
(4) Welfare indicators  
(6) Public health  
(8-27) NEQOs 
(28-32) Sundsvall 
energy, train and 
flights, the harbor, 
public transport 
(34- 36) Local 
Industries( Akzo 
Nobel,Kubal,SCA) 
(40) Agenda 21  
(41) LIP* 
(42-43) Statistics 

(1) Foreword 
(2) Local Env. 
Indicators  
(4) Children’s 
convention 
(6) Welfare indicators 
(8) Public health  
(10-24) NEQOs 
(25) LIP 
(26-31) Issues of 
infrastructure and 
transports 
(32-39) NEQOs 
(40-44) Local 
Industries 
(46) Municipal 
companies 
(48-49) Local Agenda 
21 
(50-51) Statistics 

(1) Foreword 
(2) The citizens of 
Sundsvall 
(4) Youth in focus 
(5) Priorities and focus 
in the sustainable 
development work 
(6) What is health? 
(7) NEQOs 
(8-16) Public Health 
objectives** 
(18-37) NEQOs 
(38-41) Local 
Industries 
(44-69) Statistics and 
glossary 

(1) Foreword 
(2) The citizens of 
Sundsvall 
(4) The local life-
environmental work 
(6) Health and 
environment belongs 
together 
(9-18) Public Health 
objectives + Economic 
and social security and 
Youth democracy 
project*** 
(21-40) NEQOs 
(41) Agenda 21 
(43-46) Local 
Industries 
(47-69) Statistics and 
glossary 

(1) Foreword 
(2) Towards a 
sustainable 
development  
(3) Sundsvall’s air 
(4) Life and health in 
Sundsvall 
(6) Health promoting 
life habits 
(7) Youth democracy 
project  
(8) Citizen survey**** 
(10) Sound and secure 
environments 
(11) Secure ‘school 
road’ for the children 
(12) Good built-up 
environment  
(14) Following up of the 
waste plan 
(17) Toxic free 
environment  
(18) Limited climate 
effects  
(21-26) Local industries 
Part 2 
The local Agenda 21 
work 
Part 3 Statistics  
(29) The citizens of 
Sundsvall 
(31-35) Public Health 
objectives 
(37-57) NEQOs 
(58-62) Local 
Industries 
(63) Glossary 

* LIP=Local Investment Program 
** The Public health objectives are: Secure and good growing up conditions; Participation and influence in 
society; Health promoting living habits; Working life; Sound and secure physical environment. 
*** The youth democracy project was a local initiative where young people are invited to discuss and meet the 
local politicians twice a year in a youth council.  
**** Together with Statistics Sweden the local authority surveyed 1000 citizens in summer 2004. Issues covered 
were: Sundsvall as a city, service provided by the municipality, participation and the local environmental work.   



 

 199 

The table shows the headings and page number within brackets. One way to 
get an overview of the scope covered by the different balance sheets is to 
look at how many pages each issue is given in the sheets respectively, how 
the issues are labeled, in what order they are presented, and whether that 
orders changes in the different balance sheets.  

Without a doubt, the national environmental quality objectives (NEQOs) 
is the single most covered issue, in terms of devoted pages in the sheets. 
Even though they have gone from covering half of the total number of 
pages in 2000 to covering around one third of the pages in 2004, they still 
dominated the content in quantitative terms. Around 20 pages in each 
balance sheet were devoted to the NEQOs, so the trend was that the writ-
ings and reporting on the NEQOs were the same each year, but the total 
numbers of pages in the documents was extended each year. In 2002, the 
first LEBS was presented and a shift towards social and health related issues 
became apparent. In this balance sheet from 2002 no subheading refers to 
environmental indicators (except indirectly by the NEQOs), compared to 
the 2000 and 2001 balance sheets where the local environmental indicators 
were placed directly after the forewords. To be placed in the beginning of 
the documents indicates that the issue is important since the first pages 
usually set the scene in terms of what to expect to find in the rest of the 
document. Instead, the local citizens were highlighted in the beginning of the 
2002 balance sheet, followed by a discussion of the need to put the youth in 
focus, and then a presentation of sustainable development priorities.  

The ‘citizen’ heading is followed by a question: What is health? This part 
of the text discusses in more depth the issue of health and health-related 
indicators. This shows that the administration has a serious ambition to 
include a public health perspective. From this time on, the public health issue 
was viewed as a part of the overall sustainability work carried out in the 
municipality.  

In the two balance sheets from 2003 and 2004, the ambition to fuse the 
issues of health and environment is articulated in the subheading “Health 
and environment belongs together”, and the first heading in the latter sheet 
is called “Towards a sustainable development”. In 2004, concepts and words 
like ‘youth democracy’ and ‘security’ enter the balance sheet, and the social 
dimension of the life environmental balance sheet discourse expands to 
include “new” topics. Agenda 21 gets a heading of its own in the 2004 
document, which may signal that the issue started to regain its former status 
in relation to other local sustainability priorities (compared to 2002, when no 
subheading directly addressed the Agenda 21 issue). However, in 2002, an 
evaluation of the internal Agenda 21 work, i.e. the development of action 
plans and related goals in the different administrations, was made (EBS, 
2002). The conclusion was that several administrations did not work 
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satisfactory with the issue. Based on the negative results from the evaluation 
the executive board was commissioned to investigate how the work 
according to the local agenda could be more prioritized and focused. In 
March 2003, a new working program of local sustainable development for 
the municipal administrations was decided upon by the executive board. In 
the new programme the local Agenda 21 is no longer the focus for the work; 
instead the NEQOs are the guiding principle for the internal work. This 
indicates that the national environmental goals were given a prominent role 
in the local environmental work. In the following two years the internal 
Agenda 21 work was analysed and evaluated by an external consulting 
company (Esam AB). Their focus was oriented towards issues covering 
environmental auditing, transports and NEQOs. Thus, in the balance sheets 
the broad local Agenda 12 approach has gradually been replaced by a more 
pure environmentally oriented approach at the same time as the overall 
approach of the balance sheets has shifted from an environmental focus to a 
more broad sustainability approach, with the inclusion of the welfare and 
public health issues.  

Since many administrations failed to develop internal action plans and 
indicators based on the local Agenda 21, it seemed like Agenda 21 related 
work, in general, had hard time receiving legitimacy within the organisation. 
However, concepts and issues like sustainable development, democracy and 
welfare were at the same time integrated into the balance sheets. This may 
indicate that Agenda 21 as a concept was seen as a bit outdated, while an 
interpretation of sustainable development including social issues like welfare 
and public health was more accepted in the organisation.    

The analysis of the issues addressed in the balance sheets points to three 
interesting observations. First, the balance sheet indicators developed a 
strong link to the NEQOs. Since the internal Agenda 21 work became much 
more focused towards the environmental dimension and the national goals, 
they were given an even more dominant role in the local work. Second, 
health and welfare became integrated in the local vision of sustainable 
development in the 2003 balance sheet. This increased the status of the 
social dimension in the sustainability work. Finally, many pages in each of 
the balance sheets were devoted to the local industries and their internal 
environmental work, indicating that they were seen as important stakeholder 
in the municipal work.  

Administrative context and actors involved 
Clearly the local industries did get a lot space in the reporting of the local 
environmental work through the balance sheets, and they were involved in 
the work. However, in general there have not been that many stakeholders 
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involved in the balance sheets processes. Relevant statistics for the balance 
sheets have been collected from the internal administration and the local 
industries as well as national agencies and organisations (like SALAR), but 
the design of the sheets has been the responsibility for one main officer. 
Depending on the focus of each balance sheet, a few other officers from 
other units and administrations have been invited to the work. The officer in 
charge, based at the planning unit, was also the person that launched the idea 
of developing local environmental balance sheets in the early 1990s. This 
indicates that much knowledge of the working routines is tightly linked to 
one individual officer. In most of the interviews, this officer was frequently 
referred to as the expert regarding the local work with environmental and 
sustainability issues. No external stakeholders like scientists, organised 
interests or citizens have been involved in the work with the balance sheets 
and their related indicators. From a governance perspective it can be a very 
efficient solution to leave the process of designing the balance sheets more 
or less to one officer who knows the routines and procedures. The working 
processes of the balance sheets always ran smoothly and efficiently, as 
confirmed by several interviewees (interviews 2, 52, 38).  

Another effect of having one responsible person who also does much of 
the operational work with the sheets is that the politicians knew what they 
could expect, and the officer felt the politicians’ trust in the work. However, 
the risk of leaving too much responsibility in the hands of one individual is 
that the work may be very vulnerable in the end. The local Agenda 21 
stipulated goals of informing citizens about the work and having them 
participate in the work were simply not reached. The focus in the balance 
sheets was always put on the internal organisational work, not the citizen 
oriented work. 

How are the LEBS indicators understood by the politicians and the officers? 

Problem representation 

The ambition of the shift from an EBS to an LEBS in 2002 was to add the 
social dimension to the environmental work, and make it more in line with a 
sustainable development approach. As with Växjö’s ecoBudget indicators, 
Sundsvall has linked sustainability indictors to an economic rhetoric through 
their yearly balance sheets. This was a deliberate way to bring the politicians’ 
attention to the issue.  

“The EBS, as an idea, is a way to be provocative by producing indicators, 
show them [the politicians] and say look here. But also to show results. 
Now you have taken this decision, you have made these investments and 
look, things happen!” (Interview 43)  
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Environmental indicators were seen as provocative when they entered the 
arena they normally were not part of. By adopting the concept of “balance 
sheet” and linking it to environmental issues and sustainable development, it 
was intended to be provocative to the politicians, since balance sheet, by 
tradition, belongs to an economic discourse with budgets, figures and results. 
Making a balance sheet of the indicator document automatically referred to 
results, which was one of the reasons for producing the environmental 
balance sheet in the first place. Politicians want to see results, and by using 
an economic rhetoric that was familiar to them, the effects of policies could 
be communicated through indicators. Hence, the EBS and later the LEBS 
seemed to, foremost, be about communicating the indicators to the politi-
cians in a way they understood.  

In the interviews, the most commonly mentioned characteristic for an 
indicator was simplicity. But the desire was not only to keep them simple; it 
was also to keep their number down. Clearly, the desire was to reduce the 
complexity of environmental issues by using indicators that were simple and 
few in numbers. In the quote below, this aim is articulated, together with a 
desire that indicators create an “urge” within the ones working with them.   

“It [the indicator], must cause an urge and willingness to work with it. I 
think there are so many indicators, and above all environmental goals, 
that are developed that feel like very heavy stuff, and in the end you have 
no more strength for dealing with these indicators. They must cause an 
urge, in this case, for the local authority to work with this problem. It 
cannot be just a thick bunch of 100 pages, but it must be a program 
suited for the problem we discuss. That must focus on and discuss what 
is most important in it, rather than becoming deep, very complicated and 
very difficult. So I believe in short programs, simple indicators that still in 
some way do summaries something difficult, a larger problem.” (Inter-
view 41) 

Here the motto seems to be that the more indicators; the more difficult it 
becomes to understand the issue. Indicators represent simple information 
about a difficult problem and they become useful if they are simple and few 
in numbers. A well known problem when working with indicators is the 
problem of relying on the information upon which the indicator is based on. 
This means that suddenly a problem can change because new information 
and knowledge appears that could mean that the indicator no longer is 
relevant.  

“Often you concentrate on indicators where you see an obvious problem. 
If you can show that the bathing water is polluted by bacteria and you 
cannot take a bath, then you have a problem and you can organize 
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strategies for how to make a change […] but then the knowledge 
platform does change a lot during the years, it can go both ways. During 
some years the heavy metals have been discussed a lot, during other 
periods maybe the hydrocarbons have been discussed, dioxins, and 
maybe the calculated risks do change a bit. We had a very drastic example 
of this when the study about the content in potato crisps came, acrylic 
amid. But it just took half a year before other reports said that it wasn’t 
that bad. So the ‘platform of knowledge’ does change.” (Interview 43)   

Indicators should respond to obvious problems. In other words, first the 
problem is identified, and then the indicator is developed to respond to the 
problem. The problem occurs when the problem definition changes. As the 
officer in the quote above reflects upon, new knowledge is presented all the 
time and information about problems changes, which requires indicators to 
be sensitive to new information in order to keep an intact link between their 
problem and what they represent. Along with Carters discussion in chapter 
three on the unique characteristics of environmental problems, this exempli-
fies the problem of insecurity when dealing with sustainable development 
policies, since researchers suddenly can present new facts on an issue. 
Politics has to be sensitive to this, which can make it difficult to be clear 
about what the problem captured by the indicators in fact represents, since 
the definition of a problem changes with new knowledge. This can lead to a 
rather negative view on and trust in indicators as a helpful tool. However, if 
the indicator is made sensitive to changes the pitfall with new facts can be 
handled. 

 I mentioned in the methodological chapter that metaphors were not 
commonly used by the interviewees. However, during discussions about the 
balance sheet indicators, one metaphor continued to reappear: an alarm 
clock.  It is used to describe the indicators’ function. The alarm clock is 
supposed to wake the target groups from their ignorance, to make them 
realize that there is work needed to be done in the field.   

Quote I 
“The indicators in the environmental balance sheet should be seen as an 
alarm clock, and a pedagogical mean of assistance. […] the target group 
are those who need to be woken up.” (Interview 52) 

Quote II 
“I believe that some of the indicators functioned as a kind of alarm clock 
for the employees.” (Interview 38) 

Apparently the assumption was that the target group, i.e. the officers and 
local politicians, were not as aware as they should be of what was going on in 
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the local context. Thus, they needed to be enlightened and woken up by the 
indicators in the balance sheets. Lack of knowledge was a problem pointed 
out by some of the interviewees and indicators were supposed to fill the 
knowledge gap by communicating the local sustainability state. The alarm 
clock metaphor represents and creates a feeling of a need for immediate 
action. In line with this discussion about representation and function, one 
officer provides an interesting example of how to use the indicators as a tool 
for information, rather than providing knowledge. 

“Well, I think that they [the balance sheet indicators]…the way I use 
them is when I am out speaking, it can be a company who wants to have 
a lecture about the environment, or something like that, to point to and 
exemplify with the national environmental objectives to see what kind of 
conditions we have in Sundsvall to succeed with these fifteen objectives. 
What does the present situation look like?”(Interview 52) 

Here, indicators were seen as informative tools useful when communicating 
with (external) stakeholders. Thus, they were ascribed a dual-communicating 
function, namely internally to provide knowledge and externally to provide 
information.  

Obtaining legitimacy 

In order to tackle the lack of knowledge amongst (foremost) politicians, and 
the problem of communicating complex issues, the officers in Sundsvall 
created a computer based program that gives an overview of the local status 
of the indicators. The aim was to give the politicians a quick method to see, 
with the help of indicators, the effects or trends of the results of their 
policies. However, there was one problem articulated by both officers and 
politicians in the interviews: the poor organisation of the program. Most 
politicians never used it and even some of the officers did not know what 
the program was about or how it was supposed to be used.   

Quote I  
“At the computer screen you can see the five different perspectives 
[economic, citizen, activity, staff and development] and each of the 
perspectives consist of a number of indicators and each indicator has a 
color symbol: red, yellow and green; and through them the politicians can 
see where we have a red symbol. I believe that there are still many who 
do not ask for this service, they do not know enough about it despite the 
fact that we work really hard to firmly establish it in each of the 
Arbetsutskott.” (Interview 11)  
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Quote II 
“The only thing I know is that…I guess X has already told you about 
this…that there is some kind of information system where you deal with 
this kind of information. I know that I have delivered data to this system. 
And it is supposed to function as a direct input and basis for political 
decisions… I think.”(Interview 41) 

In the program, the indicators were marked with different colors – green, 
yellow and red. Obviously the choice of the colors was not accidental as 
these three, especially when mentioned together often imply the same 
meaning as a traffic light. Here, the traffic light colors were translated to 
represent values of the trends illustrated by the indicators. In other words, a 
green symbol represented: Yes, go on! There is a positive trend.  The yellow 
symbol represented: Wait! There is neither real progress nor any regress in 
the trend. And the red symbol represented: Stop! Warning, the trend goes in 
a negative direction – immediate measures need to be taken58.  

A computer based system like this one in Sundsvall, where the indicators 
represent the bridge of data produced by the officers and the platform for 
decisions taken by the politicians, serves as an illustrative example of indica-
tors functioning as communicative tools. Naturally, in this case, they also 
represented knowledge and information, but as they were transformed into 
colorful symbols their prime purpose was to communicate the knowledge 
and the information to their target groups.  

In opposition to both Stockholm and Växjö, the officers and politicians 
in Sundsvall did not refer to scientists as important stakeholders in the 
process of developing the balance sheet indicators. Hence, legitimacy for the 
indicators was not sought from a scientific input. 

Democracy ideal promoted and the ownership issue 

Except from the beginning of the 1990s when the global Agenda 21 concept 
was launched, Sundsvall has not really worked with participatory methods to 
involve citizens in the political work regarding sustainable development and 
environmental issues. When it comes to the political support for citizen 
participation several politicians, frankly, did not really see the point. 

Quote I 
“We have decided to have open meetings for the public. But from there 
to them actually steering in any way, I do no believe in that. They have 
chosen their politicians and with that made their ‘steering’.” (Interview 4)   

 

                                                      
58 See Hall (1992) and Carbin (2000:9) for similar discussions on the symbolism of a traffic 
light.  
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Quote II 
“When I ask why the political interest amongst the citizens seems low, 
sometimes I get the answer that ‘we have chosen you to deal with that’, 
and I think they have a point there. Besides, all political meetings in the 
boards and the city council, etc. take place during daytime, which makes it 
difficult for citizens to attend, because people are at work […] but to 
have meetings in the evenings would deteriorate the conditions for the 
politicians.” (Interview 17) 

When leading politicians argue in this way, it is difficult to work according to 
a participatory ideal in practice. Yet another politician pointed out that it is 
important to differentiate between having opinions on an issue and actually 
being involved in the decision making. The politicians are elected to make 
the decision, not the citizens. By differentiating between having opinions and 
being part of the decision making process, this politician argues that parti-
cipation does not necessarily mean being invited to decide upon the issue. As 
discussed in the theory chapter, participation in a political process can mean 
many things.   

When the officers in Sundsvall talk about citizen participation in the work 
with the balance sheets, they in fact mean citizen information. Local Agenda 
21 activities that target the citizen are about providing information to the 
citizens, rather than including them in the process. For example, one activity 
that is described as an external Agenda 21 activity (meaning targeting citizens 
instead of the internal organisation, according to the balance sheet 2001) is 
the caravan project “Framtidskällan” (EBS, 2001:48). This project involved a 
caravan moving around in the neighbourhoods proving information and 
holding exhibitions on Agenda 21-related issues, such as waste management 
and energy. It was supposed to function as a forum where people could meet 
and discuss environmentally-related questions (interview 36). However, this 
was more about informing than inviting the public to participate and 
influence the decisions taken. Both the Agenda work and the balance sheets 
work have been mostly internally focused, both in theory and in practice. 
The issue of broad participation in the design of the indicators for the 
balance sheets was never an issue to invite other stakeholders into that 
process. 

Several politicians argued that increased public participation in policy 
making automatically means that the processes will be too time consuming. 
Time was immediately mentioned as a problem when discussing public 
involvement and participation, although there was sometimes another reason 
for not letting the public in. This has to do with power, and more accurately, 
the fear of loosing power. 
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“There will be a slower process if you make the matters public and the 
citizens can give their views on the issue. This would mean that we, the 
spare-time politicians, must read and prepare ourselves even more, 
answer questions, get renewed issues and so on. Then there is the issue of 
them [the citizens] being part of any form of decision-making process, 
that is not possible. We are the ones who should take the decisions.” 
(Interview 23)     

In this quote, the politician argues, first, that public participation is too time-
consuming since the process would slow down and the workload for the 
politicians would increase even more. But in addition, a second argument is 
expressed, that of the right to make decisions. This argument is based on the 
notion that it is the politicians [we] that should have the power to decide – 
not [them] the citizens. The fear of loosing power (presumably to the 
citizens) by opening up the processes to the public was clearly revealed in 
these last sentences in the quote. If politics is understood as delivering as 
many decisions and results as possible in the shortest possible time, then 
those arguments would fit well in an efficiency discourse. Thus, it becomes 
rational to exclude input, rather than encourage more input into the process. 
Later in the same interview, another type of fear-argument is expressed when 
the politician talked about the problems of widening the access to policy 
making for the public.  

“It could be good, but then there is the question of how much should 
you communicate as you’re supposed to also communicate within your 
own groups as well. How to balance that? […] then there is, I mean, how 
far can we go before someone is exposed to threats and violence in this 
democracy process you are supposed to lead. I mean that we have to be 
observant, so that the individual politicians are not “left alone” and 
become easy targets for getting into trouble.  The democracy is very good 
but you can be threatened. The threats can consist of many things, partly 
you can be threatened directly via the television but also being attacked or 
get you car destroyed, etc.”(Interview 23)     

To open up for more public involvement implies fear of all different forms 
of threats towards politicians, and this risk needs to be taken into account 
when deciding to increase participation, as argued by the politician. The 
nature of the threats exemplified in the quote are quite violent and the 
assumption was that the democratisation process will, sooner or later, lead to 
some form of violence, it is just a matter of when. With respect to the 
vulnerability politicians can face, I do interpret this politician’s fear as being 
based in a traditional view of allocation of power between politicians and the 
people, rather than a realistic picture of what would happen if the politicians 
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in Sundsvall became more open minded towards public access in policy 
making.  

Another, what I would label, ‘veiled’ efficiency rhetoric can be illustrated 
by the quote below, were a politician refers to a discussion that took place in 
the city council the day before the interview. 

“If we let the public participate, the meetings will be longer, and many of 
the politicians have other work as well, which means that you have the 
right to reimbursement for the time being away from the work. One party 
proposed a bill about moving the city council meetings, at least 
sometimes, to the periphery, to some village. This is wise, but then it was 
“the budget issue” and what that may cost. We couldn’t approve that. 
Always “wrestling” with what money could be spent, where.” (Interview 
4)  

Public participation was also seen here as having not only a “time issue”, but 
also a “budget issue”, since longer meetings cost more money and moving 
the city council meetings out of town once in a while to the periphery also 
costs money. What is interesting to note is that the whole issue is primarily 
calculated in money, and secondly in terms of the possible value of getting 
closer to the citizens. The conclusion seemed to be that involving citizens by 
moving the city council meetings out of town was too expensive for the 
municipal budget and, therefore, there would be no such attempts in order 
to get people involved in the work. 

My impression when talking to politicians in Sundsvall about public 
participation, and in particular about sustainable development policy issues 
like sustainability indicators, is that most of them were hesitant, suspicious 
and sometimes even resigned about it. However, this picture was not con-
firmed by the officers who, on the contrary, seemed to believe in the impor-
tance of informing the public about the local politics. Their understanding of 
what participation means is illustrated in the quote below.  

“E: How is the public involved in the work [meaning the general work]? 
X: When our unit was established I thought a lot about how to organise 
the work and realised that we had to focus and concentrate on following 
up the work, with an internal focus of the local authority, but it is also an 
important part to work towards the citizens and there is a women who 
works with that and she makes exhibitions, educations, contacts with 
different groups in the housing areas and so on. And she brings the 
inspiration and feedback back home so she really does an active work and 
among other things we have got a caravan; if the mountain cannot come 
to Mohammed, then Mohammed must go to the mountain you know, it 
is for exhibitions and a meeting place […] It is all the time about trying to 
respond to the thoughts and needs that are out there.” (Interview 36) 
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Here, the officer talks about citizens being part of the policy making process 
in a very positive manner. By providing concrete information about who is 
responsible for the issue, what that person does, and by giving examples of 
other means that the administration uses to involve citizens, the officer 
provides convincing evidence that Sundsvall does take the issue of public 
participation seriously. But the problem, also apparent in several of the other 
interviews, is how public participation is interpreted. In the quote, public 
participation seems to be understood as providing information and know-
ledge to the citizens, for example, via exhibitions. Providing information and 
bringing back feedback to the environmental administration are interpreted 
as a public participatory process.  

In a way, this illuminates another relevant aspect of the relationship 
between politicians and citizens that has to do with communication and 
access to politicians. 

“If you want to communicate to a politician, I cannot see that it is 
impossible, if I depart from how we work. I believe that everybody work-
ing in this house [referring to the kommunhus] does their part (ställa upp) if 
a local citizen would like to communicate. Both when it comes to 
personal meetings, but also via the web and the telephone. This Monday 
we got compliments from a local citizen who thanked us for answering all 
the e-mails he had sent, and not only to the chairman but he had picked 
people from the city council and different boards and he was surprised 
that he got so many answers. Well, then how we are seen, I guess that for 
sure there is a picture of us sitting here in the house and people do not 
know what we are doing. Maybe as an individual citizen you do not know 
what we are doing. I think that is a natural picture. Maybe they say “the 
ones up there” or “the ones deciding”, that I believe is a natural picture. 
However, I believe that the ones that have searched us out for a meeting 
can give a positive picture of us doing our part. I mean, if we are invited 
to different kind of meetings and arrangements, we do our part and go 
there. I have never heard any critique of us not doing our part.” (Inter-
view 2) 

This politician’s quote presents an interesting view on communication and 
dialogue with citizens. Clearly it was up to the citizen to initiate a “dialogue” 
and then the politicians respond to that call by ‘doing their part’. To do their 
part, in this case, does not really signal that they, the politicians themselves, 
favor dialogue as something important in itself. Also, the responsibility for 
initial action is placed on the public, since it is in their interest to meet and 
discuss things with the politicians – not the other way around. It seems not 
to be part of the role of being a politician to seek a dialogue with the people. 
In line with the earlier discussion of the politicians’ wariness of increased 
public participation, the above argument also illustrates a traditional view of 
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the hierarchy between decision-makers and their constituency, where their 
roles are limpid in an unquestioned way. 

In general, the impression presented by the interviews conducted for this 
study is that participation is commonly understood as information. To 
inform is usually less time consuming and demands less resources than to 
involve, so it is understandable, in terms of increased policy efficiency, to 
interpret participation as information rather than involvement. Even though 
democracy and citizen focus is underlined in the latest balance sheets, as well 
as in some interviews, mainly with the officers, in practice there are few 
examples, if any, in the environmental and sustainability work done in 
Sundsvall.  

According to the interviewees, the indicators in the balance sheets target 
two different groups: politicians and citizens.  

Quote I 
“In general, all the indictors, both the “green ones” and the ones in the 
health report do have two target groups. First they have a purpose when 
discussing with the public […] It is important to be able to show what 
things look like in reality and not only the feeling of what it looks like. 
This is necessary in order to reach a dialogue about what is important to 
concentrate on. Somewhere in that dialogue the indicators do have a 
function. The second important target group is our politicians. I mean, 
the work is result-oriented and it is about resources and things like that. 
We have to use some kind of measurements.” (Interview 11) 

Quote II 
“With most of the indicators in the EBS, I believe that there are the 
citizens in Sundsvall who are the target group.” (Interview 52) 

It may be possible for one indicator set to have two or more target groups, 
the former quote illustrates in a perfect way the idea of one indicator set 
targeting two different groups – citizens and politicians. But they are sup-
posed to function differently for the two target groups; on the one hand they 
are seen as communicative tools facilitating a dialogue with the citizens, and 
on the other hand they are supposed to be pure statistical tools delivering 
information about “reality” to the politicians.  

Incentives to participate in the work  

Despite the fact that sustainable development issues are communicated in 
economic and statistical terms through indicators, the political interest of 
turning Sundsvall into a future sustainable municipality seems to decrease for 
each year.      
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“E: Do you experience a big commitment from the politicians when it 
comes to the issue of turning the EBS to a LEBS? 
X: I cannot say that environmental questions are in focus at the city 
council meetings. Everybody probably thinks it is important, but in a way 
I can experience that they should just be around, and somehow it will just 
fix it by itself. That we do have the environment and it is just there. 
Sometimes that is my impression. It was much prioritized when we 
worked with the Agenda that I know for sure, but I have to say that the 
interests and the commitment to the issue have declined in the last years. 
But this could be because we are successful with our environmental work; 
it could also be because there are other things that are more in focus right 
now, which is not specific for our municipality. That is health care, and 
also the school issue. These are exactly the issues that I believe have been 
in focus during the last four years. And that is also true for the rest of 
Sweden.”(Interview 2)  

This quote captures a common view expressed by the politicians in Sundsvall 
(interviews 4, 17). They admit that the interest in and commitment to the 
issue has decreased, in favor of health care and school issues. But since this 
is a general trend in Sweden the responsibility for a lower interest in 
sustainable development and Agenda 21 than before must be put on the 
national level, not the local level. These kinds of arguments transfer the local 
responsibility for a low interest among the local politicians to another level 
and other politicians. In terms of liability, it may be problematic if the 
politicians’ incentives to work with the issue are dependent on the general 
trend in the rest of Sweden, instead of their own decisions and goals with the 
local politics. It is not at all strange that the local level is influenced by the 
national level; the overall guidelines are defined by the government. But 
blaming other issues for getting in the way seems like an excuse used by the 
politicians in order to avoid admitting that they were actually not interested 
in the issue 

Summing up the LEBS analysis 
The purpose of making an environmental balance sheet from the beginning 
was to be a little provocative and use an established economic rhetoric 
regarding environmental issues in order to get legitimacy for the work from 
politicians and officers who were not working with the issues on a daily 
basis. To launch indicators as a yearly follow up tool in management terms 
made the environmental issue calculable and quantifiable, which was the 
language spoken by the politicians, according to the officers. When the 
environmental balance sheet became a life environmental balance sheet in 
2002, a discursive turn took place and sustainable development, rather than 
the environment, became the guiding principle for the local balance sheets. 
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The link between environment and health was made explicit and hence the 
social dimension of sustainable development was given a (local) content.  

This “new” way of framing the balance sheet indicators in a more sustain-
ability oriented way than before is made very clear in the documents, but in 
practice there are few evidences on real implementation of the “democratic 
demands” in the form of public participation in policy making processes 
articulated in the local Agenda 21 strategy. Including citizens in the process 
has never been an issue in the work with the balance sheets and the 
indicators This could partly be explained by the fact that the officers, in 
general, interpret participation as to the same as information, rather than 
defining participation in terms of involvement. Given this, together with the 
fact that several politicians express fear when discussing the issue of letting 
the public in and “opening up” the democratic process, it is not surprising 
that there has not really been any public participation.  However, this is the 
case even in the local Agenda 21 work, which is a bit unexpected. Several 
politicians argue that it is up to the citizens to initiate a dialogue with the 
politicians - not the other way around.  
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Welfare and Public health indicators 
In relation to the other indicator systems picked for this study, the Welfare 
and Public health indicators in Sundsvall are different since they do not deal 
with traditional environmental issues. However, because they have been, to a 
certain extent, incorporated in the overall sustainability work via the LEBS 
they are indeed important to analyse.  

Framing the indicators 
In 1991, the World Health Organisation (WHO) together with the United 
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) arranged, a World Conference 
on health. This time it was located in Sundsvall and named ‘Supportive 
Environments for Health’. For a relatively small city like Sundsvall, hosting 
this global conference was a huge task, but according to the officers and 
politicians it was encouraging for both the local authority and the local 
community as a whole. With more than 350 delegates from around the world 
it was an enormous arrangement, preceded by nearly two years of admini-
strative and practical preparation by the local organisation. As typical in 
global conferences, this conference delivered an agreement or statement – 
‘the Sundsvall statement of Supportive Environments for Health’. According 
to several of the officers, the statement had a direct influence and input into 
the Rio agreement, which was an outcome of the United Nations Confe-
rence on Environment and Development (UNCED) conference in Rio de 
Janeiro the following year.  

There is no doubt that the international conference on health spurred the 
development of local public health indicators covering themes like social 
capital, good physical environment and working conditions. Public health 
became a high profile issue in Sundsvall in the 1990s, in particular after the 
international conference, and has been seen as a work linked to the local 
Agenda 21 work. Interestingly enough, despite the political support for the 
public health work, it was not until the 2001 indicators were presented in the 
welfare and health report “Health – equally distributed?” A link to the local 
Agenda 21 is made in the introduction of the report and it states that public 
health is linked to welfare - the healthier population, the higher and more 
equally distributed welfare among the people.  
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Table 8.3 Sundsvall’s Welfare and Public health indicators  

Develop good 
growing up 
conditions 

Strengthen  
the social capital 

Stimulate further 
improvements in 
habits of life 

High employment 
and improved 
working life 
conditions 

Create a good 
physical 
environment  

Occurrence 
of illness 

Percentage of parents 
participating in 
parental education 

Election turnout Exercise habits  Level of education Existence of 
pedestrian and 
bicycle lanes 

The number of 
ill-health** 

Parental leave among 
fathers 

Peoples interaction 
with other people 

Pregnant women 
smoking  

Level of education 
among youth  

Availability of 
buses 

Days of 
sickness 

Pupils satisfaction in 
schools 

Youth membership in 
sport clubs/associa-
tions 

Parents of small 
children smoking 

Extent of unemploy-
ment over time 

Frequency of 
injuries related 
to accidents 

Days of 
sickness 
benefit 

Truancy among pupils 
aged 15-17 

Adult participation in 
associations/societies 

Youth smoking 
habits 

Unemployment 
among youth aged 
18-24 

Falling accidents Occurrence of 
allergy and 
asthma  

Percentage of quali-
fied pupils to upper 
secondary school 

Satisfaction with the 
housing environment  

Adults smoking 
everyday 

People in search of 
work in different 
housing areas 

Cases reported 
to the Risklinjen*  

Occurrence 
of diabetes  

Percentage of children 
free from caries 

Fear of going out Youth alcoholic 
habits 

Stress related 
illness 

 Occurrence of 
heart-vascular 
diseases  

Ability to swim Percentage of police 
reports 

Sales of alcohol    

 Crime linked to drug 
use 

Drugs    

 Average income in 
Sundsvall compared 
to the national 
average 

Eating habits    

 Ability to get 14 000 
SKr within one week 

Body mass index 
(BMI) 

   

 Average disposable 
income 

Existence of 
venereal diseases 

   

 Social allowance in 
certain housing areas 

    

Note: * Risklinjen is a telephone line where the public can report dangers and risks in the environment. The 
reports are put forward to the local authority to take measures. ** Meaning the number of days with sickness 
benefit, occupational injury sickness benefit, rehabilitation benefit, early retirement pension and sickness 
allowances per sickness benefit insured together with people insured with full early retirement pension or full 
sickness allowances. 
Source: Health – equally distributed?, 2001 (Sundsvall municipality, 2001b) 
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The report has a twofold aim: to provide a basis for political decisions but 
also define indicators that are important to follow up on, and later, evaluate. 
When analyzing what the themes cover, i.e. the scope of the report, it is not 
possible to use the three corner foundations of the environment, the eco-
nomy and social aspects found in the sustainable development definition as 
the measuring yard. Instead the themes and indicators are related to the 
government’s position on the issue. In the 2000 government report “Health 
on equal terms”, from 2000 (SOU, 2000:91), six national health strategies 
were articulated: developing good growing up conditions, strengthening the 
social capital, improving working conditions, creating a good physical 
environment, encouraging good health habits, and developing a good 
infrastructure for health-related questions. These strategies clearly serve as a 
reference for the local report, since five out of the six local themes were 
directly taken from the national strategies. The one not covered in the local 
report is ‘develop a good infrastructure for health-related questions’, which is 
replaced by the theme ‘occurrence of illnesses’. There were a number of 
indicators developed for each theme in the local report; in total there were 
47 indicators. A closer look at the indicators shows that they vary between 
measurements on a macro level such as the ‘election turnout’ and 
‘unemployment rates’ to measurements on an individual level, such as ‘ability 
to swim’ and ‘pregnant women smoking’. Thus level of aggregation of the 
indicators varies. The themes cover issues that are strongly related to the 
welfare aspect, like ‘developing good conditions for child development’ to 
themes of a pure health related character like the ‘occurrence of illnesses’ 
theme. One point of the report was to develop links between the welfare 
issue and the health issue and to illustrate that they are strongly related.  

Developing process and the administrative context 
In 2000, the city council stipulated the goal that the health situation among 
the local citizens had to be compiled and assessed before 2002. The body 
responsible for developing the indicators and delivering a report was the 
executive board office, which immediately constructed a working group. The 
group consisted of officers from the environmental administration, a project 
leader from the county council, an epidemiologist from the county council 
administration and statisticians from the environmental administration.  

When the work to define the indicators started, the group realized that 
there were no public health indicators in use, not even at national level, that 
could act as a point of reference and/or inspiration or guidelines. However, 
the government had defined national strategies that functioned as points of 
departure. This forced the group to start from the beginning, so to speak, 
and depart from their own local context. The wide range of competence 
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within the group indicated that the aim from the beginning was to try to 
establish the public health indicators on a broad basis across municipal 
sectors. It was also important to establish a link between the municipality’s 
work on welfare issues and sustainable development and the county council’s 
health-related work (interview 46). 

According to one officer in the group, the officers rather than the 
politicians promoted the idea of a health report from the beginning. And 
they managed to convince the politicians of the importance in doing this 
report. The officers saw the need of a comprehensive report including the 
background, the present status and the way forward for the local public 
health work. In practice they asked for articulated goals and political support 
for the work.  

“We got this commission but it was not formulated by the politicians but 
by us, the officers working with the questions. We saw that we needed a 
document that described the point of departure, because we needed to 
better relate our work to the starting points and also how the present 
situation looks like and least but not last – what do we want for the 
future?.” (Interview 11)    

It turned out that the politicians from the majority as well as the opposition 
realised that Sundsvall could became a pioneer in developing these measure-
ments at local level and precede the national public health goals with related 
indicators planned to be presented by the government in 2002 or 2003 
(Government bill, 2002/03:35). This made them interested in the work. 

Stakeholders involved 
Officers and experts from the local authority and the county council formed 
the working group responsible for the work with the report. No external 
actors other than those from the Karolinska Institutet (KI) were invited to 
participate. Citizens in Nacksta, the part of the city were it was decided to 
embark the indicator project, were invited to meetings with the local 
administration in charge of the project. Since Nacksta was seen as one of the 
most deprived areas in Sundsvall, the public health focus was mainly to 
rebuild and reconstruct the neighbourhood to prevent crimes and increase 
the security for the citizens. Local citizens could leave suggestions on how to 
make Nacksta a safer place to live in. At the same time they were informed 
about the decisions taken regarding the neighbourhood and how this related 
to the local public health strategy. The idea to start the indicator work in only 
one housing area in the city was a logical choice, since that allowed the work 
to cover a wide variety of different public health dimensions while still being 
manageable (interview 46). 
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How are the indicators understood by the politicians and officers? 
A unique feature in the health report, compared to the other six indicators 
systems in the study, is the explicit references made to the criteria used for 
selecting and defining the indicators. In the very beginning of the report the 
criteria are listed and (more interestingly) also explained and motivated. In 
total, there are eight criteria listed with motivations:  

Table 8.4 Criteria used when developing the Welfare and Public health indicators  

1. Health is silent           There is a lack of measurements of 
“positive health”, which means that 
too often there are only ‘negative’ 
indictors developed. 

5. Being developed  
locally 

Both quantitative and qualitative 
data should be developed with 
reasonable working efforts 

2. Technical  demands  It is important that the indicators are 
measurable, simple, realistic, clear 
and not too comprehensive. 

6. Mirror the local 
development 

The indicators should mirror the 
public health and welfare 
development at the local level 

3. Being 
useful/applicable 

The indicators must be relevant to 
the local steering and planning 
process. 

7. Show differences The indicators should show clear 
differences in conditions that 
influence the welfare, and hence the 
health, between, for example, 
different sexes, age groups, 
population groups and between 
different parts of the municipality to 
constitute the basis in contributing to 
increased equality regarding the 
health. 

4. Possible to influence The conditions mirrored by the 
indicators must be open to change 
and influences through direct or 
indirect local measures taken in 
advance in order to influence the 
development. 

8. Being “åtgädsnära” The indicators must be as 
“åtgärdsnära” as possible, which 
means that the local authority should 
be able to directly influence the 
organisation or authority responsible 
for the issue and thereby, influence 
the development.    

Source: Sundsvall municipality, 2001b:6 

When examining this criteria list closer, it becomes clear that the indicators 
should represent very different things and answer to different problems. 
Scientific standards for validity are advocated with the technical demands at 
the same time as the indicators are attributed with normative standpoints 
visible in the criteria ‘showing differences’. They are seen as valuable tools in 
the work to achieve a quality of health that is equally distributed.  

What is also articulated in several of the interviews is the importance of 
measuring the right things. One example is provided in the quote below.     
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“They [the indicators] are supposed to shed light on what is relevant for 
what you want to achieve /…/ so that it does not turn out that we 
measure something that we have numbers for already, but that we can 
assure that we really hit the target. /…/ but then it is also the issue of 
how much work you need to do to get the relevant data. The workload 
must be manageable. And also that you can secure the quality of the data, 
so that the definition of one particular indicator is so clear that another 
person, other than the one that delivered the data in the first place, can 
get data in the same way.” (Interview 11)  

Referring to the indicators, this officer emphasizes the importance of validity 
and reliability of the indicators. These two concepts are often tightly linked 
to research methods of a more quantitative nature, and are often mentioned 
as guiding principles when developing indicators as statistical tools (discussed 
in chapter two). The point made by the officer in the quote is the importance 
of targeting the real problem with the indicators and not just what can be 
targeted by using available data. This implies that there might be problems 
defined that cannot be tackled by existing available data, but instead require 
that “new” data to be developed and collected. This dilemma is accurately 
captured by the same officer later in the interview. 

“You face the dilemma that I think is present when dealing with indica-
tors, and that is to either measure what is relevant for what you want to 
achieve, or measure what is possible to measure because of access to 
statistics.” (Interview 11) 

Both in the criteria list, (Table 8.4) and in the quote on top of the page there 
is however a reservation made when it comes to workload – the work to 
collect new data must be reasonable and manageable for the officers. This 
implies a potential conflict in the practical work of defining the indicators, 
because constructing new parameters and collecting new data may be time-
consuming and a reasonable workload for the responsible officer(s) may not 
be enough time devoted for the project.   

In trying to understand what problem the indicators addressed, it be-
comes obvious that the officers saw a need to develop indicators related to 
the public health and welfare issues. The issue had been around for so many 
years but with no measurement instrument linked to it.  

“We [referring to the officers] produced this document “Health – equally 
distributed?”. We do not have the kind of mission of…well, I do not 
know if I should say it, it was not the politicians who formulated it for us, 
but rather we, the officers, who saw that we needed to have this 
document. In other words, some kind of starting point described, since 
we have been working for many years with these issues but in a poor way 
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managed to relate it to the reality. What does it look like? And what do 
we want to do?” (Interview 11) 

The indicator report became the answer to the lack of means to illustrate the 
situation for the politicians and thereby get their support for the issue. 
Further, there was a lack of goals for the work; the report could be the 
means that pointed out the direction for the work. The indicators could be 
the answer to the problems of lack of knowledge and communication, and a 
tool for the officers to communicate the issue to the politicians in an under-
standable way (interviews 43, 46). 

Obtaining legitimacy from national level 

Through discussions with the officers and the politicians it becomes clear 
that the national level serves as an important reference point in the local 
indicator work with public health. This is true for both the life environ-
mental balance sheets indicators and the public health indicators, as the 
former is tightly linked to the NEQOs and the latter tightly linked to the 
strategies and criteria formulated in a governmental report from 2000, re-
ferred to earlier. An important aspect of the frequent references in the 
indicator work made at the national level is about getting legitimacy for the 
local action.  

“X: Maybe our agenda should be revised to better correspond to the for-
mulations of the national environmental objectives. So that we use the 
same language. 
E: Is that important, to establish a link to the development at national 
level? 
X: Yes it is 
E: Why? 
X: Because I think it is easier to motivate the citizens of Sundsvall, or 
when you meet people that this is not something we have invented in 
Sundsvall but this is something that we work with everywhere in 
Sweden.” (Interview 52)  

Clearly the officers feel more secure in telling people that, since this policy 
(meaning the public health work) is not a specific Sundsvall policy but a 
national issue (and therefore Sundsvall have to work with it at a local level), 
there is no choice. This can be interpreted in two ways.  First, perhaps the 
officer feels that the public will question the issue and that there will be a 
lack of support for the policy. In this case, it can be “easier” to put away the 
power of defining and initiating the issue to the national level so that the 
local level can in effect ‘escape’ accountability and liability for the issue. Or, 
secondly, it can be interpreted as a way to make the citizens feel more moti-
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vated and enthusiastic towards the issue, knowing that they contribute to a 
bigger picture where all small parts are equally important for the final result. 
I would argue that the motivation in this particular case is more equivalent to 
the former argument, since there is no real interest in general in the public’s 
preferences.  Such an interest is neither found in the documents, nor in the 
interviews, as will be further discussed. There is not a strong belief in their 
own local capacity to define the politics, and therefore the national level 
function is an important legitimising factor in the local work.     

But it is not only the strong link between the local work and the work of 
the Swedish National Institute for Public Health that serves as a legitimating 
factor; it is equally important to provide a scientific sound profile to the 
indicators. From early on, the work in Sundsvall has been partly shaped and 
“controlled” by the Karolinska Institutet in Stockholm.  

“E: Any other influences than the national public health committee? For 
example other municipalities work or even what is going on, on the inter-
national level. 
X: Yes, we have done that, we have had a lot of contacts with the KI 
(Karolinska Institutet). And this has been the case for several years, since 
the beginning of the 1990s.” (Interview 11) 

A main contribution of KI, aside from the medical expertise in health-related 
issues, was probably scientific approval (legitimization) of the work. 

Ownership and target group(s)  

The title of the report, Health – equally distributed?, provides some insight 
into the issue of ownership and target groups. Firstly, the title is formulated 
as a question, not an assertion or statement, which raises thoughts about 
who the question is directed towards. Most of the interviewees mention poli-
ticians as the target group for the indicators, which is in line with the aim in 
the report stating that it should deliver a basis for political decisions. 
Politicians are therefore seen as an obvious target group. However, in the 
report there is no target group mentioned. The fact that the target group is 
not directly defined became even more obvious through a discussion with 
one officer who was heavily involved in the work.    

“E: Who is the target group for the public health indicators? 
X: Well, we think of politicians in the first place, and it was also commis-
sioned from them. But I also believe that it is important that the citizens 
of Sundsvall can get this information, so I have done what I can in terms 
of spreading it to interested citizens as well. There are a lot of organi-
sations and citizens who have gotten information about this.” (Interview 
46) 
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The officer is a little hesitant when answering who is targeted by the 
indicators and it seems like this was something that had not really been 
discussed among the involved officers. In the quote there is also a reference 
to citizens and the importance of delivering information to the public. 
Obviously this indicates that the citizens were to some extent also regarded 
as a target group.  

I find it interesting that the report is not explicitly directed and targeted to 
the citizens (alongside the politicians), even though it is organised similarly to 
the Agenda 21 document in Växjö, in that the layout and design is easily 
understood, a lot of colours are used together with pictures, maps, easy 
diagrams and figures that are presented in a “pedagogical” way. There are 
short passages of text related to a model presented in the beginning of the 
report, and the model describes, with colours and pictures, the liaisons 
between the five comprehensive strategies and their respective indicators. 
Each strategy is symbolised with a colour, and the pages concerning that 
strategy are the same colour, which makes them easy to find in the report. 
Small but important details, such as this, make the report accessible to peo-
ple with no previous knowledge about the issue or situation. At first glance, 
it is therefore a bit surprising that the citizens are not an explicit target group 
for the report.  

On the other hand, the citizens were not invited to participate in the 
process of making the report, which is confirmed by several of the officers. 
However, only one of them says that the lack of input from citizens in an 
Agenda 21 process is a shortcoming.  

“E: Did you ever think of, or has it been any form of citizen participation 
in the process? 
X: No, and I guess that is a shortcoming. That we did not have the 
citizens involved, this has been a pure product of public officers.  
E: Where there ever any discussion to invite citizens? 
X:…no there were no discussion, we just had a certain amount of time to 
trying to get something out of this goal, and…but sure we have discussed 
it but…we made it a pure product of the public officers.” (Interview 46) 

As we have seen before in this study, the time issue is brought up as a factor 
of why there were no citizens participation in the process – there was simply 
no time for involving the public. It is easy to blame the deadline and the 
shortage of time – the responsibility for lack of citizen involvement is then 
put on the politicians, since they were the ones commissioned the task to be 
done before the end of 2002. But the lack of communicating strategies to the 
population is a problem according to one officer, who also expresses uncer-
tainty about whether the public actually realises the importance of the overall 
work with public health related issues.   
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“X:And I do feel that we have to communicate in a better way to the 
population who we actually are there for. Are these important things for 
them? I mean, there is a huge part of the population who believe they are 
just fine, why should we work with this? And they have not really thought 
about this issue and instead that they are to be blamed, the ones who do 
not feel good […] there can be many kind of opinions among the popula-
tion. But the public officers do realize that there are differences between 
different groups in the municipality, they sure do, they are not hesitant 
when we bring it up, rather they know about this. But the population in 
general, probably does not spend time with those who have a little… 
problems and so on.” (Interview 46)  

Here the officer articulates that they, the officers, do know what the 
“problem” is about, while most of the citizens do not. Therefore they need 
to be informed about the situation, but they also have the right to get infor-
mation, and the politicians and the officers are actually “there for them”. 
This argument, that citizens have the right to know about the political 
processes and decisions is found in the Agenda 21 discourse and in political 
theories regarding deliberative democracy as a means to achieve a sustainable 
development (see chapter three). Yet it is very seldom articulated by the 
interviewees, and this is true for both politicians and officers in all three 
municipalities. Why do I make a point out of this? I believe that it might be 
problematic if there is an ambition from the officers to target the citizens 
with the report and the indicators, if the citizens do not agree about the 
“problem definition”. If they cannot see why the indicators are ‘meaningful’ 
and why they are developed in the first place it is difficult to claim their 
interest in the issue? Hence, because the unclear definition of a target 
group(s) in the report and the fact that the officers were not sure about the 
support and understanding from the citizens makes it somewhat difficult to 
understand what function and role the Welfare and Public health indictors 
were intended to have. Moreover, it is not clear what role, if any, the citizens 
were supposed to play in the work.   

Summing up the Welfare and Public health indicator analysis 
The aim with the Welfare and Public health indicators was foremost to 
collect information in order to provide knowledge about the situation to the 
politicians and the scope of the indicators is tightly linked to the one defined 
at the national level. It was a joint project between the executive board office 
and the county council, even though the formal responsibility was put on the 
municipal organisation. No external stakeholders except the KI were invited 
to the developing process of the indicators. No citizen participation had 
taken place during the development process. However, local inhabitants in 
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Nacksta were invited to informative meetings about the project later in the 
process. There were several problems addressed by the indicators: lack of 
information, lack of knowledge and lack of goals. Foremost, the indicators 
were targeted towards the politicians and in order to increase the probability 
for political support and interest in the issue scientific input (legitimacy) 
from the KI was collected. Despite the ambitious developing process of the 
indicators with identified selection criteria and discussions about the role of 
the indicators, no explicit target group was defined. Most of the officer’s 
point to both politicians and citizens (but not themselves) as being target 
groups, while in the document no target group is explicitly defined. To solve 
the possible problem with different target groups, the officers say that the 
indicators will have different functions depending on the target group. On 
the one hand, as informative tools for dialogue targeting the citizens, and on 
the other hand, as an instrument delivering quick statistical results to the 
politicians. Clearly, the officers as a group “own” the indicators in the sense 
that neither the citizens nor the politicians were pointed out as explicit target 
groups. Besides, they defined and developed the indicators with no input 
from citizens or politicians.  

Comparative analysis of the systems in Sundsvall 
Of all three municipalities investigated here, Sundsvall had the least amount 
of citizen involvement and participation in the sustainability indicator work, 
despite the fact that both systems have a link to the local Agenda 21 work. 
Public participation was mentioned both in the interviews and in the docu-
ments as a method that was to be used in order to speed up the development 
towards local sustainability. In practice though, participation has been 
interpreted as information. To inform is to involve.  

With regards to the scope covered in the balance sheets, it is clear that 
when the environmental balance sheets turned into life environmental 
balance sheets the social dimension of sustainable development, here mostly 
manifested by the public health and welfare issue, was given a strong 
position in relation to the ecological dimension. The link between the health 
and the environment was made explicit, and two discourses became one in 
the “new” concept of life-environment. This very serious attempt to marry 
environmental issues and public health indicators in order to target the “real” 
problem was born out of discussions, mainly regarding the public health 
indicators, about what they in fact represented. This kind of explicit pro-
blematisation of the role indicators could play probably led to a more well-
thought-out idea of the integration of health related indicators into the 
environmental approach.  
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Science gave legitimacy to the Welfare and Public health indicators but did 
not really give an input to the work with the balance sheets.Regarding 
ownership and target groups, there were no explicitly mentioned target 
groups for the balance sheet indicators or for the public health indicators. 
However, in the health report politicians were seen as the main target group 
in an indirect way, since the report aimed to deliver a basis for political 
decisions. There were no clues given in the balance sheets about who was 
supposed to be targeted by the documents. However, in the interviewees, 
politicians were pointed out and seen as the target group for both the public 
health report and the balance sheets. A couple of the officers also mention 
the citizens as a target group.  

Table 8.5 Analytical summary of the systems in Sundsvall 

 Administrative context  Stakeholders involved 

LEBS Efficiency driven  Efficiency driven 

Welfare and Public health 
indicators 

Efficiency driven, to some extent 
participatory driven 

Efficiency driven, to some extent 
participatory driven 

 
Summing up the governing arrangements in Sundsvall is somewhat easier 
than it was for the other two municipalities, at least when it comes to the 
balance sheets indicators. They have clearly been developed using an effi-
ciency ideal, as the governance focus has been on the internal organisational 
level and it has involved very few actors including citizens. Public partici-
pation in general was not really supported by the politicians. Therefore, the 
balance sheets are more products of efficiency claims, rather than products 
of participatory claims.  But as with most of the systems examined in the 
study, there is no system that can be completely categorised as one or the 
other ideal type. There are some elements of a participatory ideal found in 
the balance sheet, like the fact that the citizens were seen as a target group 
and the fact that some of the indicators were related to individual behaviour, 
measured as; per person in kg or km per person. The balance sheets are 
Sundsvall’s counterpart to the ecoBudget indicators in Växjö. The same 
strategy (to use the economic terminology), i.e. a balance sheet but with an 
added ‘green’ prefix, is applied in the balance sheets. It was deemed easier to 
convince politicians about the need to adjust to a sustainable society if the 
language corresponded to what they were used to, namely economic terms.  

The picture is somewhat different for the Welfare and Public health 
indicators. Sundsvall is internationally recognised for its work with public 
health related issues, a work that started already in the 1980s. When Sunds-
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vall was given the task to arrange the global conference on health in 1991, 
the issue received political legitimacy since it was decided that this issue was 
important to the future and should therefore be one of the highest priori-
tised political issues in Sundsvall. It was clear from the beginning that the 
work was supposed to be carried out by the local authority and the county 
council administration together – a joint project, but there were never any 
discussions about public involvement in the process. The political context 
regarding the Welfare and Public health indicators has been the same as with 
the balance sheets, but when it comes to the administrative context and 
actors involved in the work there are differences. First, the ambition to 
spread the work across the organisation in order to establish the indicators 
was manifested in the broad composition of different competencies in the 
working group. Second, outside stakeholders like the KI and, later in the 
process the citizens, were to a certain extent involved in the work. Never-
theless, since the prime focus was never to work according to participatory 
ideals, the governing arrangements must be classified as partly efficiency 
oriented. Apparently it seemed more important to deliver a product than to 
anchor the process among citizens. In spite of the fact that it was the 
politicians that were targeted, the public did play an important role in the 
phase of implementation at district level. Therefore it is reasonable to ques-
tion why the public was not mentioned as an explicit target group in the 
health report. Overall, the impression is that the work regarding the Welfare 
and Public health indicators, despite their explicit links to individual actions, 
can foremost be categorised in the ideal type of efficiency and delivery and 
to a much less extent than within the participatory ideal. 
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Chapter 9  
 

Indicators as tools of governance  

This final chapter will summarise the findings of the study and advance the 
analysis into a wider understanding of sustainability indicators’ role(s) in local 
sustainable development governance. Several starting points were utilized; 
first, that there is a tension between achieving efficiency and employing 
participation when making and implementing policies. This tension is parti-
cularly challenging when it comes to realizing sustainable development in 
practice. Second, indicators are seen as socially constructed and can therefore 
be interpreted in several ways depending on how and where they are situated 
and from where they seek legitimacy. Thus, in order to capture the sustain-
ability indicators’ role(s), one research question was formulated: Are the indi-
cators driven by expert and efficiency claims or by transparency and partici-
patory claims?  

The institutional arrangement approach, developed by Rydin (2003), was 
used as theoretical basis because it embraces institutional factors as well as 
discourse in its analysis of governing practices. The institutional arrangement 
approach was divided into two separate but complementary analytical frame-
works. The first one dealt with governing arrangements, interpreted here as 
administrative context and stakeholders involved in the work. The second 
one framed the normative understanding of the indicators by those working 
with them. With the help of ideal-types, I sorted the empirical findings of the 
governing arrangements into “efficiency” or “participatory” ideals. The 
second analytical framework was developed with inspiration from Bacchi’s 
(1999) and Dryzek’s (1997) policy discourse approaches. Here, five essential 
elements of indicator construction formed the basis for the analysis: problem 
representation, legitimacy, ownership, actors’ (stakeholders) motives to parti-
cipate in the work, and the type of democratic ideal that was promoted by 
politicians.  

This chapter will draw together the findings from the analyses made to 
search for patterns, similarities, and dissimilarities that can increase our 
understanding of the indicators’ role(s) in making sustainable development 
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operational at the local level. This final analysis will be structured according 
to the three themes: what do the indicators measure, in what context, and by 
whom were they developed. The themes address both theoretical and more 
empirical concerns. Towards the end of the chapter I will comment on what 
role the findings may play in relation to a wider population of cases, and 
finally I will discuss more generally how sustainability indicators can be 
viewed in relation to politics.   

What is measured? 
Chapter two examined how indicator systems at the international, regional, 
national and local level could be composed and what types of indicators 
correspond to different aspects of sustainable development. I divided some 
commonly referred indicator characteristics into either scientific (i.e. objec-
tive, measurable, verifiable etc.) or functional (i.e. comparable, few, available 
etc.). In practice, indicators are often a mix of scientific and functional 
characteristics. In order to be useful, they need to be measurable, appropriate 
in scale as well as policy relevant. The sustainability scope is an additional 
dimension that needs to be taken into account. As mentioned in chapter 
three, sustainable development can be interpreted differently in different 
contexts. Depending on the interpreter, it is seen as either: a concept, a dis-
course, a movement, a political agreement, a policy, a goal, a dream, a vision, 
a theory, a guiding principle, a strategy, a contract, empty rhetoric, a project 
or a “never ending” process. And even if there is an agreement on how to 
view sustainable development, it may still be debated what dimensions 
sustainable development in fact contains.  

The point of departure for the study was to view indicators as socially 
constructed phenomena. This means that indicator systems, in practice, 
define what is meant by sustainable development in the context of their use. 
In this study, seven indicator systems were examined in three Swedish muni-
cipalities. Therefore it is relevant to establish what the seven systems claim to 
measure and what dimensions of sustainability the indicators are supposed to 
reflect. In order to get an overview of the “sustainability dimensions” 
addressed by the systems, table 9.1 summarizes the headings or themes listed 
in each of the systems. I have clustered the different headings or themes 
into: environmental, economic, social, and ‘other’ dimensions of sustain-
ability. Hence, I have made the categorization based on my interpretation of 
the indicators’ content in order to identify the main items measured.   
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The seven systems examined here vary quite substantially with regards to 
their sustainability scope, indicating that there are as many interpretations of 
sustainable development as there are sustainability indicator systems. The 
classical three-dimensional-prism addressing environment, economy and 
society is still the most common view of sustainable development. However, 
the environmental dimension is, by far, the most measured in the studied 
systems. There may be two explanations for this. Environmental data and 
indicators have been present in the municipalities for several decades, thus 
they are more ingrained and familiar in the system. Another reason may be 
that when sustainable development first was introduced to policy makers in 
the end of the 1980s, it routinely ended up at the environmental administra-
tions, since the environmental dimension of the concept was in the main 
focus in the debate. Yet in recent years, additional sustainability dimensions 
have been suggested, including the institutional dimension and the health 
dimension. The Welfare and Public health indicators in Sundsvall are an 
example of a broadened definition of what can be included the sustainability 
agenda. One objective with these indicators was to establish a firm relation-
ship between environmental aspects and health effects, which could no 
longer be treated as separate issues, according to the local officers.  

Even though none of the other systems explicitly state that they deal with 
public health related issues, in reality they do. They all contain indicators that 
are related to wellbeing and health in different ways. Evident examples of 
such indicators are: “asthma among the population” (Agenda 21 indicators, 
Stockholm), “the number of people exposed to magnetic fields” (Environ-
mental programme, Stockholm), “quality of local air” (ECI, Stockholm), 
“secured drinking water to all citizens” (Agenda 21 strategy, Växjö), “bike 
traffic in the city of Växjö” (ecoBudget indicators, Växjö), and finally the 
indicators related to the public health theme in the (L)EBS in Sundsvall. 
Almost all indicators found within the ‘social dimensions’ of the systems are 
directly applicable to a health dimension. Thus the public health issue is, in 
most cases, still not articulated as an issue of its own within the sustainability 
discourse. 

Democracy is another “new” sustainability dimension found in the study. 
Democracy is explicitly addressed by the indicators in three of the systems 
(the Agenda 21 indicators and the ECIs in Stockholm, and the Agenda 21 in 
Växjö). A closer look at the ‘democracy’ indicators found in all the systems 
reveals that, in general, they measure democracy in two different ways. On 
the one hand, they indicate what I call an “active” form of democracy, which 
here means that citizens are viewed as (and thus encouraged to be) active 
individuals taking part in society and participating in the civil society. The 
indicators measuring the “degree of participation in associations or move-
ments” (Welfare and Public health indicators, Sundsvall) or the “citizens’ 
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commitment” (Agenda 21 indicators, Stockholm) provide good examples of 
this democratic measurement. On the other hand, there is also what I call a 
“passive” form of democracy indicated; here it is interpreted in educational 
variables, and it means that citizens are provided information by the authori-
ties rather than actively seeking the information. To educate the citizens in 
sustainable development related issues is seen as improving the local 
democratic status (see, for example, the Agenda 21 strategy in Växjö). 
Hence, ‘active’ searching for platforms for participation or ‘passive’ learning 
through education are both seen as measures of democracy. The traditional 
welfare and democracy indictors, such as “voting behaviour” and “educa-
tional level”, are also found in some of the systems, and thus embraced into 
the realm of sustainable development.  

In Växjö, the Agenda 21 strategy clearly addresses a democracy dimen-
sion in the theme ‘democracy and education for sustainable development’, 
with five related goals. However, the officers as well as the politicians in 
Växjö argued that their local Agenda 21 was purely about environmental 
concerns. They claimed that the focus on the environmental dimension 
made the issue more “concrete and tangible” and less “blurry” compared to 
the “wide sustainability scope” that had been formulated in the original 
strategy. Instead of confronting the demanding work to develop new indica-
tors reflecting themes with no previous local indicator tradition, the organi-
sation chose to focus on a strong local trade-mark, the fossil-fuel-free ambi-
tion. This more narrow interpretation of the local Agenda 21 of course had 
implications on the ecoBudget as well, since the ‘democracy and education’ 
dimension was completely left out in the ecoBudget indicators as a result. 
The study shows that goals including “soft” issues like democracy, awareness 
raising and learning tend to be difficult to make measurable through indica-
tors. These issues are least measured in the systems despite being formulated 
as local sustainability goals.  Hence, when the sustainability scope is too wide 
for its context, the environmental dimension survives, at least in this case.   

Still, the fact that the sustainability scope has started to include additional 
dimensions, such as democracy or health, may indicate that the traditional 
three dimensions (environment, economy and society) need to be comple-
mented in order to find relevant and ‘right’ indicators. However, there may 
be several effects when issues are incorporated into new discourse. There is a 
risk that the ‘original’ meaning of the issue is undermined by a new context, 
and that the issue can therefore loose legitimacy. A risk with the concept of 
sustainable development, in general, is that it tends to include ‘everything’ 
and therefore, in the end, may mean ‘nothing’. The effect may be that 
decision-makers loose interest in the issue and that it disappears from the 
political agenda. The general Agenda 21 efforts in Sweden, as well as the 
Agenda 21 indicator systems in this study, serve as illustrative examples of 
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such a course of events. However, widening the scope can also be an effi-
cient way to strengthen an issue and create a new discourse where the issues 
are approached and highlighted in new ways. The public health indicators in 
Sundsvall serve as an example of being highlighted and even more prioritised 
when put in the “right” context, namely in the environmental balance sheet.  

The role of the administrative design 
Here we will move from the ‘what is measured’ question to the indicators 
administrative context. As described in chapter five, there is a strong 
Swedish tradition of environmental concern, both at national and local level 
of government. The Ministry of Environment had already been created at 
the national level by the 1980s, and specific environmental administrations 
were established in most of the municipal organisations long before that. 
Thus, there is considerable environmental competence and expertise at the 
local level of government as well. This may explain why the responsibility for 
sustainable development often is placed within the environmental admini-
strations and units. Even though sustainable development is as much about 
economic, societal, and other dimensions, as discussed above, it is still seen 
mostly as belonging to the environment arena. However, in this study the 
administrative responsibility for the indicators in the municipal organisation 
is spread among the systems.  

One part of the study was to examine the administration of the indicators 
in their local settings, in other words, how the municipality identified and 
initiated the indicators in practice. This can reveal the driving forces behind 
the work with the indicators. This includes comparing the systems with 
regards to where in the organisation the responsibility for the indicators was 
placed, how well the responsible body managed to anchor the indicator work 
in the entire municipal organisation, and to what extent internal and external 
stakeholders have been involved in the work. These administrative choices 
provide important information about the indicators’ internal platform and 
status. Table 9.2 shows a summary of the governing arrangement analyses 
for the seven systems. As explained in the theoretical chapter, ideal-types are 
used to show the essential or dominant nature of the studied observations, 
thus the table below places each indicator system into one of the two types 
that it most closely resembles. In reality, most of the cases contain both 
ideals, but to varying degrees. Table 9.2 is based on the empirical results 
found in chapter six, seven and eight, respectively.  
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Table 9.2 Summing up the governing arrangements of the seven systems   

 Administrative context Stakeholders involved Most driven by: 

Stockholm    

Agenda 21 
indicators  
 

- Few internal units involved 
- Broad external involvement 
- Not anchored internally 
- Responsible body: Agenda 21 office 

(Env.monitoring unit) 

- Agenda 21 office (officers) 
- Citizens 
- Local industry 
- NGOs 
- Agenda 21 coordinators city 

district level 
- Scientists 

Participatory 
claims  

Environmental  
programme 
 

- Broad involvement at the Env. administration  
- Anchored internally 
- Responsible body: Env.monitoring unit 

- Env. monitoring unit 
- Politicians 
 

Efficiency 
claims  

European Common 
Indicators 
 

- Almost no external involvement 
- To some extent anchored  

(via the citizen survey) 
- Responsible body: Env.monitoring unit 

- EU Commission 
- Very few local officers 

Efficiency 
claims  

Växjö    

Agenda 21 
indicators  
 

- Not anchored internally 
- Few internal units involved 
- External involvement (of the  strategy) 
- Responsible body: Planning unit  

- Agenda 21 coordinator 
- Agenda 21 committee 

(politicians) 
- NGOs 
- Citizens 

Participatory 
claims 

ecoBudget 
indicators 
 

- Internally anchored 
- Broad internal involvement 
- Responsible body: Planning unit 
 

- ICLEI 
- Reference group (politicians, 

officers) 
- Project group (officers) 

Efficiency 
claims  

Sundsvall    

Life Environmental 
Balance Sheets 
 

- Broad internal involvement 
- Internally anchored 
- No external involvement 
- Responsible body: Planning unit 

- Project leader 
 

Efficiency 
claims 

Welfare and 
Public health 
indicators 
 

- Joint work between the municipal org.  
and county council 

- No external involvement (except KI) 
- Internally anchored when included in the 

LEBS 
- Responsible body: Executive board office 

- Project group (county council, 
Env. administration) 

- Scientists  
- Citizens (to a small extent) 
 

Efficiency 
claims  

 
We can see that there are only two indicator systems that are categorised as 
being mainly participatory driven, namely the Agenda 21 systems in Stock-
holm and Växjö. They have both involved external stakeholders, including 
NGOs and citizens, in the development process. Even though several of the 
other systems involved stakeholders other than the internal officers in the 
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work, they did not let citizens participate. It should be stated that the work-
ing processes of the two Agenda systems were very much externally oriented, 
not only in terms of involving outside stakeholders but also in that round-
table discussions, seminars, campaigns and debates were held externally, for 
example at public libraries and the subway system (Stockholm). Choosing 
public arenas outside of the municipal organisation at which to hold the 
working process signals a will to make the process more public and trans-
parent. It also makes it possible to reach external stakeholders and citizens 
more directly, which in turn may facilitate their involvement.   

One may assume that if the indicators were administered and managed 
from a central body in the municipal administration, their potential to be 
anchored on a broader basis in the organisation would increase, both verti-
cally and horizontally. However, the analysis showed that this is not auto-
matically the case. In Växjö, the Agenda 21 indicators failed to be internally 
anchored despite being managed from the centrally placed planning unit, as 
well as having a full-time Agenda 21 coordinator responsible for the issue. In 
fact, none of the two participatory driven systems succeeded in terms of 
being firmly established within the administration, and they did not involve 
the local administration. Hence, they were not internally anchored, despite 
the fact that they both had (formal) political support. This is in contrast to 
the efficiency driven systems, which were all internally anchored. Here, the 
responsible officers managed to receive “acceptance” for the indicators from 
more or less the whole administration as early as the development phase, 
which probably was the key for the strong internal “support” received.  
Thus, being anchored internally is an important factor in the efficiency ideal. 
But being anchored in the organisation does not mean that broad involve-
ment, in general, is promoted. The efficiency driven systems were steered 
from central planning units, which were subordinate to the executive board 
offices, except in Stockholm where the monitoring unit at the environmental 
administration was in charge of the work.  

By contrast to the ecoBudget system in Växjö and the two systems in 
Sundsvall, the environmental programme in Stockholm managed to become 
established in the organisation despite being steered from a sub-unit. One 
obvious reason was that they involved different units from the whole 
environmental administration in their creation process, since the programme 
was a “hot” political issue at the time. It was important for the officers to 
deliver a final programme, despite the political disagreement between the 
parties regarding its content, aim and design. Since the environmental pro-
gramme sets the future environmental agenda for the whole city, it was con-
sidered an important political document. Therefore, politicians from both 
blocs wanted to influence the content at a detailed level. The decision to 
revise the old environmental programme was taken by a Social Democratic 
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majority, which also drew up the guidelines for the new programme. 
However, when the conservative bloc came to power in 1998, they wanted a 
different profile to the programme. Due to this disagreement on content, the 
programme had been delayed by nearly two years when it was launched in 
2002. Also in Växjö, the politicians played an active role in the developing 
process of the ecoBudget indicators and in the Agenda 21 committee. The 
difference between the two was that the committee never managed to 
receive status in the political organization. Thus it could not attract the 
powerful politicians. On the other hand, the ecoBudget project was inter-
nationally anchored and better suited the “international profile” of Växjö, 
thus attracting many of the most powerful politicians.  

A great difference found between Stockholm and Växjö is that in Stock-
holm, the political blocs (led by the Social Democrats and the Moderates 
respectively) do not tend to agree about the city’s environmental political 
course at all, as they do in Växjö. Hence, in Stockholm, environmental 
politics is very sensitive to shifts in the political leadership, which was made 
clear in the work with the Environmental programme. It is obvious that poli-
tical ideologies differ between the parties, but it is interesting that the 
environmental issue can be dealt with in such different ways in the two 
municipalities. In Växjö, the politicians from the socialist bloc and the non-
socialists agreed about the overall environmental policy, the initiatives linked 
to the Agenda 21 work, and the ecoBudget project. The officers confirm this 
picture. By contrast, many of the officers in Stockholm expressed frustration 
over the political disagreements regarding both the local work with Agenda 
21 matters and the course of the Environmental programme, since it dra-
matically affected their work. The Agenda 21 work in Stockholm has proba-
bly suffered most in terms of being the symbol for the different “bloc” 
ideologies. When the non-socialists have held power, they closed down the 
Agenda 21 office at the administration and moved the overall responsibility 
for the issue to the city-district level. However, the city district reform 
(initiated by the socialists) was not really supported by the non-socialists, 
thus during their mandate periods in the last ten years they have constantly 
diminished the number of city districts. Today there are 14 left, compared to 
more than 20 in the end of the 1990s. This may also be a question of 
democratic ideal promoted by the politicians, since part of the aim with the 
reform was to bring politics and politicians closer to the citizens. The con-
sequence for the Agenda 21 work is that, for each year, it has been marginal-
ized in the organisation. Yet, this is the trend at all government levels in 
Sweden, as concluded earlier. Still, it raises the question of whether the 
environmental issue can be classified as “high politics” in Stockholm. Or is it 
just an “easy target matter” for the blocs to use in order to manifest their 
ideological preferences. Obviously in Växjö (and indeed in Sundsvall, despite 
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its non-dynamic political sphere), the environmental related work is so 
important for the local image that it reconciles the ideological differences 
between the parties. Thus the political context differs a lot between the 
municipalities. The effect is that in Stockholm it is much more risky for the 
officers to initiate work (including indicator initiatives) related to sustainable 
development since their resources and prerequisites may, literally speaking, 
change overnight with a new political majority. This is not the case for the 
officers in Sundsvall or Växjö.      

Setting aside the political differences for a while and turning to the multi-
level governance structure facing the municipalities, we find that in (only) 
one of the systems (the Welfare and Public health indicators) was there 
cooperation between the municipal organisation and the county council 
organisation. The county council is the responsible organisational body for 
health issues at the local level. It may be a bit surprising that the county level 
is not involved more frequently, even though several of the other systems 
clearly address health issues. The lack of connection between the munici-
palities and the county councils may be due to the weak tradition of joint 
administrative responsibilities and that the other indicators that were clearly 
linked to health were simply not labelled public health indicators. This was 
discussed earlier in relation to the indicator’s scope.  

The link to the international level, however, played an important role in 
the work in several of the systems. From a local policy making perspective, 
there seems to be several advantages of being part of international communi-
ties in sustainability issues. Input from other levels, institutions and partners 
can inspire and act as a catalyst for the local work with sustainable develop-
ment, and therefore, indirectly the work with sustainability indicators. The 
ecoBudget project in Växjö, as well as the Agenda 21 indicators and the 
European Common Indicators in Stockholm, received much of its political 
support, thanks to their international recognition. Of these, the European 
Common Indicators and the ecoBudget project were actually developed at 
the international level by the European Commission and the ICLEI, respect-
tively. The Agenda 21 indicators in Stockholm were directly influenced by 
the internationally famous ‘Sustainable Seattle’s’ indicator programme. Both 
Växjö and Stockholm were internationally awarded for their local sustain-
ability work, which increased the political salience, at least in a short term 
perspective. The officers knew that the international image of the local work 
is important in order to get the local politicians to support the project. It 
placed the municipality on the international map as a good example of muni-
cipalities with a high level of environmental concern and advanced local 
work on sustainability. This has undoubtedly spurred on the local processes 
and helped maintain a high level of interest from the local politicians. 
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Still, the international commitment can sometimes be a heavy burden for the 
local organisation. There may not be enough local resources to carry the 
internationally projects through, with the consequence that some projects 
“disappear” in the overall work. Both Växjö and Stockholm have experi-
enced this. The international influence at the local level is also shown by all 
the references made to the international community in the documents 
surrounding the indicators. For example, the use of the DPSIR model 
(originally developed by the OECD and the EEA) used in the work with the 
environmental programme in Stockholm, and the link to the UN work with 
public health found in the welfare and public health indicator documents in 
Sundsvall. Hence, inspiration for the indicator work is more often sought 
from the international level than the national and county level. This also 
suggests that the traditional rational and scientific paradigm underpinning the 
work by the UN and OECD also influences the work in practice at the local 
level.    

The “scope” of involvement reveals interesting conclusions concerning 
whether the systems studied were driven by efficiency or participatory 
claims. The participatory driven systems involved external stakeholders, 
while the efficiency driven systems involved the internal organisation. It 
seemed to be a choice between an external or an internal focus, none of the 
systems managed to involve both their organisation and citizens, NGOs, the 
local industry etc. This can be interpreted as a need for systems to be an-
chored in the organisation in order to be efficient and run smoothly through 
the administration. External involvement can make it more difficult to run 
smoothly since there are more views and opinions to take into account in the 
work. The most illustrative systems of this thinking are the ‘balance sheet 
systems’ in Sundsvall. In practice, there seemed to have been only one 
officer in charge of the work, and there was very limited involvement from 
external actors. Still, the balance sheets were established in the organisation, 
received political support, and there was never any question about involving 
the public or local NGOs in the work. Neither the officers nor the 
politicians were interested in public participation as a working method. A 
problem for the systems involving a multitude of external stakeholders has 
been the lack of internal anchorage and legitimacy. In the end, less (political) 
support implied less financial and personnel resources for the project.  

Summing up the governing arrangement analysis we can conclude that 
there are two types of governing rationalities employed. On the one hand, 
there is a procedural rationality, which concerns the way in which the policy 
process is conducted. Here, sustainability indicators can be seen as an instru-
ment in the procedural stages of a policy, as was the case in the ecoBudget 
process in Växjö and the Agenda 21 indicator process in Stockholm. The 
process as such is important for the project, thus, methods to develop, 
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anchor, and involve stakeholders etc. are very much in focus. On the other 
hand, a more substantial rationality was found in other systems, which con-
cerns the goals and the ends rather than the means. Here, the performance 
indicator systems (e.g. the balance sheets in Sundsvall and the Environmental 
programme in Stockholm) that focus on the delivery and the results serve as 
examples. Hence the outputs and outcomes are in focus, rather than the 
process. This conclusion addresses the issue of legitimacy and from where 
legitimacy is sought in a project. Therefore, this issue will be addressed 
further, below.  

In addition, we can see that the three indicator systems that function as 
types of performance and monitoring tools or “local eco-auditing schemes”, 
namely the Environmental programme system in Stockholm, the ecoBudget 
system in Växjö, and the ‘balance sheet systems’ in Sundsvall, turned out to 
be the most anchored systems in the municipal organisation, among local 
officers as well as politicians. Therefore, these systems seem to have the 
greatest potential to survive and become established tools in the local work 
with sustainable development. Those indicators have in common a technical 
and expert influenced nature with no or a very small degree of public partici-
pation. The tendency of them being the most resistant to political changes 
and priorities in the local work indicates a boost of efficiency-oriented ideas 
in local policy making, compared with initiatives promoting increased (pub-
lic) participation in the local sustainability (indicator) work. Even if public 
participation has also been sought, to various degrees, in the work with the 
efficiency driven systems, they have not managed to realize it in practice, for 
different reasons.  

In chapter five we saw that the government in Sweden, in recent years, 
foremost with the extreme focus on the NEQOs, has signalled that Swedish 
environmental politics is going towards more of goal and result oriented 
politics. A former national administration of Agenda 21 within the Ministry 
of Environment has been replaced today by an advisory commission for 
sustainable development, which has a special focus on the climate change 
issue. New technical development, performance indicators and scientifically 
based decisions are typical expressions found in the work statements of the 
commission (Government, 2007). The commission’s members come from 
the political sphere (Ministers), the industry (mainly Presidents and Chief 
Executive Officers of large companies) and the universities (Professors) 
(ibid). These signals from the government, together with the lowering 
interest in and phasing out of the Agenda 21 work both at national and local 
levels, indicates that the participatory elements within sustainable develop-
ment related policy making are diminishing (as confirmed in this study). The 
fact that the participatory indicator initiatives in this study faced severe 
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problems becoming established tools in the local sustainability work is 
probably a sign of the same eco-modernist trend.  

How is participation interpreted? 
This discussion about who is actually invited and involved in the work 
addresses the important issue of participation. From the discussion made in 
the theoretical chapter we know that participation can be interpreted in many 
different ways and that there are different levels or stages of participation. 
Thus it is necessary to look more closely to how participation is understood 
in these seven projects and who has been involved in them. A particular 
focus on the issue of participation in the indicator development phase will 
shed light on the important role of indicators as “issue-definers”. Sustain-
ability indicators define, as well as make operational, sustainable develop-
ment, and therefore are the ones invited to ‘define’ powerful players in the 
politics of sustainable development.              

Here, the analysis will centre on the two issues: how participation is 
understood in the work surrounding the indicators, and the question that 
follows of who was invited to participate. The legitimacy base for the indica-
tors will be revealed by addressing the questions of knowledge claims and 
whether the participatory ideal is compatible with the representative ideal. 
This, in turn, will be linked back to the issue of what the indicators seem to 
represent to the responsible officers and politicians involved. 

In practice, we have seen that sustainability indicators were indeed driven 
by a variety of efficiency and/or participatory claims. On the one hand, 
increased participation is seen as a corner stone in the Agenda 21 discourse, 
which takes a grass-root perspective as the point of departure for change 
towards more sustainable solutions. Studying Agenda 21 indicator initiatives 
provided an opportunity to study how participation was interpreted in prac-
tice. However, there are additional discourses to the issue of (public) partici-
pation, for example the “good governance discourse”, established by inter-
national bodies such as the UN and the EU, which emphasizes increased 
public participation as part of the work towards sustainable development. In 
theory, the idea is formulated as a causal relationship between an increase in 
public participation and an increase of political legitimacy for the issue. 
However, from this and many other studies it can be confirmed that public 
participation means different things in different settings. 

The participants 
A participatory approach almost always implies that external stakeholders, 
not only citizens, are invited to join the policy making process. This study 
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confirms that in most of the indicator systems there was a great variety of 
stakeholders involved in the work.  The most common stakeholders were 
representatives from the local industry, from NGOs and scientists. From the 
internal organisation there are, next to the responsible officer(s), often refe-
rence groups composed of experts (from the administration) and/or politi-
cians. It does not seem to be controversial that politicians are involved in the 
policy formulation process at a detailed level, in this case in the developing 
of sustainability indicators. The same conclusion can be reached when it 
comes to inviting the local industry or scientists into the process. In Sunds-
vall, for example, the local industry is almost seen as a part of the city coun-
cil. In the municipal balance sheets, the work and performance of the largest 
industries were quite extensively reported on, and the close relationship 
between the public administration and the private companies at the local 
level has a long history. Also in Växjö, the local industry is a notable stake-
holder which was invited into the policy making processes. By contrast, 
however, this is not the case in the Stockholm systems.  This might have to 
do with the large size of the municipality, means that the city is less tightly 
connected with local industry.  

Earlier research has shown that if the indicators are scientifically derived 
and/or approved, then they are often seen as more reliable and valid 
instruments in the process (see, for example, McCool and Stankey, 2004). 
Both the local authorities of Stockholm and Sundsvall did invite scientists 
from highly, well-reputed universities in Sweden in their work with Agenda 
21 indicators and the Welfare and Public health indicators, respectively. 
According to the public officers in charge of these indicator systems, the 
scientists’ function was to provide knowledge and input to the process as 
well as to approve the “final document”. In the Växjö systems, references 
were also made to science (the University of Växjö and the Factor 4 theory). 
And in the work with the environmental programme in Stockholm, the 
scientifically developed DPSIR model was used as reference point. Scientific 
legitimacy is strongly linked to the language used by scientists and experts. In 
Växjö’s Agenda 21 strategy-related documents, references were made to the 
Factor 4 theory; but the theory was not used in practice. However, since the 
Agenda 21 indicators in Växjö were not established in the municipal organi-
sation until they became part of the ecoBudget framework, they obviously 
required a more “rational” framework from which to depart in order to be 
acknowledged by the politicians. Here, the use of either scientific references 
or scientists participating in the process increased the legitimating base for 
the indicators. In addition to the local industry representatives present in the 
work with the systems in Sundsvall and Växjö, it seems as if scientists are 
evident participants in some of the indicator developing processes (e.g. the 
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Agenda 21 indictors in Stockholm and the Welfare and Public health indica-
tors in Sundsvall).  

Still, inviting the public to the decision-making processes was found to be 
much more complicated than inviting other stakeholders. Strategies for how 
to involve and reach the citizens were prepared in both of the Agenda 21 
systems investigated. However, it was only in Stockholm that citizens were 
invited to actually define and decide upon the indicators. Around 11.000 
citizens participated in different ways in the process. In Växjö, citizens were 
invited to round-tables, but the themes to discuss were already framed; 
hence, they could only influence the indicators content to a certain degree. 
The Agenda 21 forum in Växjö and the “caravan project” in Sundsvall were 
examples of projects that were described as public participatory initiatives by 
both politicians and officers. It should be noted, however, that these initia-
tives were channels to inform and “invite” citizens to dialogue, but not to 
allow people be part of any decision-making process. In all of the cases, 
except for the Agenda 21 work in Stockholm, public participation was inter-
preted as providing information to the citizens. But there is a great difference 
between receiving information about an issue and actually being invited to 
participate in the decision-making process, i.e. to have the mandate to 
influence the decision. This indicates that public participation most often 
does not mean allocation of power to citizens but about providing informa-
tion to the citizens. At the same time, there are still scientists and “experts” 
that are accredited the important knowledge when developing sustainability 
indicators. This implies that the Agenda 21 rationale, in practice, is over-
thrown by a more rational and expert-oriented discourse.  

Participation ranging from ‘weak’ to ‘strong’ 
Even though participation can be defined as taking part in the policy making 
process (see, for example, Weale, 1999; Parry et. al. 1992), the core feature in 
public participatory processes is whether power has been redistributed or not 
from the decision-makers to the citizens (or other stakeholders). Participa-
tion without any kind of redistribution of power is a weak form of participa-
tion. According to Bell and Morse (2001), this form of participation should 
be considered as passive participation in contrast to initiatives where the 
public has more power over the agenda-setting phase and can exercise some 
control over the implementation. This study confirms that, in reality, there 
are different levels of public participation. To actually empower citizens and 
make them part of the decisions taken seems to be difficult to realize. In 
most systems, public participation had an instrumental function, rather than 
a genuine empowering function. This means that the so called participatory 
approach was, in fact, a method used to provide information to citizens. In 
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other words, informing people was seen as letting them participate in the 
work.  

Agenda 21, as formulated in the original international agreement from 
1992, is about empowerment and bringing in “new” stakeholders and “new” 
knowledge into the decision-making processes. The two Agenda 21 systems 
fulfilled this requirement to a large extent. They let the citizens influence the 
political course, as in the Stockholm case; and in both cases the local politi-
cians favoured the public participatory approach. This facilitated process for 
the officers in charge, who saw the Agenda 21 indicator work as an oppor-
tunity to try out “new” policy making methods where broad involvement 
and citizen participation were the focus. 

There were also cases where there was a lack of political support for a 
broader involvement, especially of the public, in policy-making and 
decisions-making processes. For example, in Sundsvall, the politicians in 
general seemed sceptical towards increased public participation in any form; 
hence, there was never an effort to work according to a participatory ideal in 
the developing processes of the ‘balance sheets’ or the ‘Welfare and Public 
health indicators’. The lack of political support may explain why the officers 
never saw the lack of citizen participation as a problem, especially regarding 
the ‘balance sheet work’. From a representative democratic perspective, it 
can be understood that the politicians resist a public participatory approach. 
They argue that they are elected and empowered by the people to take 
decisions and bear the responsibility for the effects of those decisions. They 
are entrusted to make decisions in the interest of their constituency; and if 
the constituency is not satisfied, they will vote for someone else in the next 
election. To work according to this chain of power delegation is of course a 
reasonable argument; however, it becomes problematic when there are 
explicit references made, by the politicians, to the importance of public 
participation in their local context. If public participation is not defined, it is 
reasonable to assume that citizens are empowered, not by being informed, 
but by becoming actively involved in the working process.  Further, the argu-
ment made by the politicians (like in Sundsvall) that they are the only eligible 
decision-makers in a representative democracy is weakened, because they do 
not appear to be bothered about active participation from other external and 
non-political stakeholders. Neither the industry nor the scientific communi-
ties have received the voters’ mandate to take political decisions.  

Fiorino (1996:195) argues that by letting scientists or interest based orga-
nisations be part of the process, a broadened participation is indeed achieved 
in the process; however it is an elite form of participation, and not a democratic 
form of participation, which requires people taking part as citizen and not 
interest advocates or experts. Here, the problem is that there is no clear 
distinction made between the different forms of participation. Talking about 
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elite participation as if it is the same as democratic participation is problematic, 
not least from a legitimating aspect. The lack of democratic participatory 
initiatives found in the study makes it relevant to ask whether there, in gene-
ral, is an insufficient institutional basis for citizen (democratic) participation 
methods in politics. The analysis of who participates in the developing 
processes and how participation is understood directly tackles the issue of 
legitimacy, which is an important part to analyse in order to better under-
stand the governance tension of efficiency and participatory claims. Obtain-
ing legitimacy is vital for all policy makers in order to achieve political, as 
well as financial, support. However, when working with sustainability indica-
tors, there are different forms of legitimacy to seek.   

The issue of legitimacy 
One must realize that sustainability indicators operate in a dynamic and 
complex governance context where they are shaped by norms and values 
that are viewed differently by different stakeholders. Various actors are 
involved in the indicator work and they all have different agendas with their 
effort. Politicians’ and officers’ motives to work with the sustainability indi-
cator systems vary. The overall impression is that officers in charge of the 
work saw new possibilities with the indicators to try new working methods 
and to receive legitimacy for their work from the politicians (by making 
sustainable development measurable). Politicians, by contrast, saw possibili-
ties to be part of indicator pilot projects, which would provide credibility and 
recognition from the local community. To be in the front in salient political 
issues is important to politicians, for obvious reasons.    

Obtaining legitimacy for the work or the issue is an important part of the 
project. Without legitimacy, the work is sure to fail. In the studied sustain-
ability indicator systems three different aspects of legitimacy were revealed. 
The first concerns the “status of the issue in the organisation”; here, the 
legitimacy must be obtained from those with power in the administration 
(this can be both politicians and officers). The second aspect concerns the 
“process of creating” the indicators, which can provide legitimacy to certain 
groups and their knowledge, positions and claims (Pastille, 2002). The third 
aspect concerns the issue of “accordance between “theory” or “ideal” and 
practice”. The more the “reality” is in accordance with the prescribed idea, 
the more legitimate the process (or method or concept used) becomes in the 
end. For example, an Agenda 21 process receives increased legitimacy if it 
contains citizen participation initiatives, since citizen participation is part of 
the Agenda 21 discourse.  

All these three aspects of legitimacy found in the study point to essential 
features of what the work with the indicators must fulfil in order to be 
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successfully implemented. Here, ‘successful’ means being respected as an 
important policy, being established in the organisation, and in the end being 
used as it was intended to be used. However, most of the seven systems 
studied lacked legitimacy in parts of their establishment and development 
phases. From the analysis it is clear that indicators can be a legitimising 
factor to an issue that needs to be made measurable. The most explicit 
examples of this are the two Agenda 21 systems, which served to make the 
Agenda 21 process assessable. In order to receive more legitimacy from the 
politicians, the issue’s status needed to be upgraded. A problem with Agenda 
21 is that it is seen as a ‘soft’ process in the organisational work, which can 
then make it less prioritised in the political ‘budget’. By developing indicators 
of more ‘soft’ and qualitative aspects, legitimacy can be gained, since those 
aspects become measurable and, thus, can be counted and valued. This 
makes it easier for politicians to estimate the value of the aspects or project 
in terms of: money, personnel, goodwill or future effects for, in this case, the 
local sustainability work. For the cases of the Balance Sheets and the 
ecoBudget, the “economization” of the indicators was made in order to 
increase their credibility foremost among “experts” and politicians. In these 
cases, the initial issue or project lacked legitimacy from the decision-makers, 
which the officers knew was necessary to obtain, in order to continue with 
the work.  

The second legitimacy aspect mentioned above, points to the “con-
structed nature” of indicators and in particular whose knowledge is seen as 
valuable in the indicator design process. Depending on the indicators’ status 
in the organisation and what kind of knowledge they embody, they can func-
tion as a legitimising factor for an issue in a decision making process. Indica-
tors are effective instruments to use when valuing issues and questions, as 
they clearly and visibly include and exclude certain factors. An important role 
played by the indicators is thus to legitimise their ‘source of knowledge’, 
through their very existence. One such ‘source of knowledge’ found in four 
of the seven systems studied was the scientific input (i.e. Agenda 21 
indicators and the Environmental programme in Stockholm, the Agenda 21 
system in Växjö and the Welfare and Public health indicators in Sundsvall). 
Here, the scientific knowledge was seen as an important part of the creation 
process, yet articulated in different ways. In the Agenda 21 system in Stock-
holm and the Welfare and Public health work in Sundsvall the scientists’ 
participation in the process foremost gave legitimacy to the issue per se. By 
contrast to the Environmental programme in Stockholm, where the scientific 
references foremost seemed to answer to a ‘knowledge deficit’ within the 
administration rather than a lack of legitimacy for the programme as such.  

The earlier discussion on ‘elite’ or ‘democratic’ forms of participation 
does address the third aspect of legitimacy. Both the ecoBudget indicators in 
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Växjö and the Welfare and Public health indicators in Sundsvall suffer from 
lacking the legitimacy aspect of ‘theory’ corresponding to ‘practice’. In both 
cases the intention from the ICLEI (the project owner) in the case of Växjö 
and the responsible officers in the case of Sundsvall, was to involve the 
public more actively in the creation processes. However, regarding the 
ecoBudget, there was only an indirect involvement of citizens through the 
Agenda 21 process that took place several years before the ecoBudget was 
introduced to the organisation. Since ecoBudget was supposed to measure 
the Agenda 21 goals (decided upon in a public participatory manner) the 
participatory claim from the ICLEI was fulfilled from the beginning. How-
ever, as we have seen, the ecoBudget indicators does not completely corre-
spond to the Agenda 21 goals which point to the problem of ending up with 
a practice that does not correspond to the initial ambition (or theory). 
Regarding the Welfare and Public health indicators, it was lack of resources 
and time that led to lack of public participation in the process, despite a clear 
ambition of participatory initiatives from the beginning.  

A fruitful approach to diminish forms of legitimacy deficits is to ask the 
question so neatly formulated by Bacchi (1999) when she asks: what’s the 
problem? She speaks directly to the importance of addressing the right 
‘problem’ in policy making in order to be successful in the implementation. I 
have interpreted her reasoning for asking why we make certain choices in 
every stage of a policy making process. By focusing on the ‘why’ question, 
we can more easily motivate the chosen method. However, the basis in her 
approach is to find out, every time we enter a project, what ‘problem’ the 
project address. In this study I have asked why the responsible person(s) 
work with their sustainability indicators in the first place, in order to find out 
what ‘problem’ the indicators are supposed to solve. Lack of legitimacy for a 
certain issue can be the answer, as well as two other ‘problems’ I have 
identified in the analysis, namely the lack of knowledge and the lack of 
communication.  

As concluded earlier, indicators can be the answer to a lack of knowledge 
about the specific issue among a target group. Both the ‘Environmental 
programme’ in Stockholm and the ‘balance sheet indicators’ in Sundsvall are 
examples where indicators clearly served to provide politicians with know-
ledge about the environmental state in the municipality. Lack of knowledge 
also motivated the ECI project from the beginning. The EU Commission 
wanted to collect information about local performance in sustainability 
matters. Indicators can thus serve as knowledge-providers that communicate 
information to certain target groups. Communication is of course closely 
related to knowledge; if the knowledge cannot be communicated in a 
satisfied way it is of no use. Thus, indicators can be an instrument to use for 
collecting knowledge but also communicating knowledge. As was discussed 
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in chapter two, complex information often needs to be reduced and simpli-
fied in order to be communicable. Thus as information-providers, sustain-
ability indicators can play an important role in sustainable development 
policies. However, reduced complexity and simplified information also imply 
impreciseness and a need for prioritisation of what to include, which means 
that there are factors that will not be indicated or included in the final 
indicator system or index. This may be an authenticity problem for the 
overall picture to be communicated. Thus, the actor(s) that makes the final 
priority of indicators to be included in the set has the privilege of formu-
lating what will be indicated, which implies having power over the agenda. 

From the analysis I can conclude that three of the systems serve as clear 
examples of indicators functioning as communication means; namely the 
Agenda 21 system in Stockholm and the two systems in Sundsvall. Regarding 
the Agenda 21 indicators in Stockholm, the responsible officers saw the 
indicators as a way to facilitate communication between the administration 
and the citizens and initiate a dialogue about how to reach a sustainable city 
in the future. Inspiration was sought from the “Sustainable Seattle” project’s 
use of indicators as a communication tool and a platform for dialogue with 
the citizens. In Sundsvall, there was a lack of communication between 
officers and politicians and both the ‘Balance Sheet indicators’ and the 
‘Welfare and Public health indicators’ became answers to this problem. Here, 
the indicators helped the officers to communicate more directly with the 
politicians “in their language”, as one officer stated it (interview 38).  

Both Stockholm and Sundsvall created special web pages showing the 
indicators as part of their communication strategies. The target groups for 
the web pages were both politicians and citizens. However, the ‘indicator 
web pages’ were not well advertised on the municipal web pages, which 
probably made it difficult for citizens to reach the information. The fact that 
special indicator websites were developed shows an ambition to reach out to 
target groups and adjusting to new and interactive ways of communicating 
and collecting information through internet. Nevertheless, the fact that the 
ambitious pages were poorly marketed on the municipal web pages signals a 
lack of status within the municipal organisation. This may imply that com-
municating sustainable development policies faces problems due to a lack of 
legitimacy for the processes, as such. Often there seems to be a “commu-
nication deficit” in the political, as well as the public, debate on sustainable 
development; it is described as both too ‘complex’ and too ‘simple’. Maybe 
indicators can serve to facilitate a dialogue between experts and citizens, as 
was the case in the Agenda 21 systems studied here. This provides a platform 
for dialogue and communication, at least in the formulation stage.      
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Defining the target groups 
To achieve progress in the work with indicators implies a commitment to the 
issues indicated by those targeted by the indicators. Several of the public 
officers interviewed emphasized that they wanted the citizens or outside 
stakeholders, such as the industry, to “own” the indicators in order to 
increase their commitment to the work. They saw a relationship between a 
feeling of ownership of an issue and being responsible for it. There is also 
another reason for getting people to care about certain issues: increased 
concern most likely means increased (active) support for the issue. However, 
it is important to remember that issues, in general, need to affect and touch 
upon people’s individual spheres in order to create a dedication. However, 
regarding environmental issues, in particular, it is important to remember the 
problem of the provision on public goods, addressed in the theoretical 
chapter. It can be that people, in general, have high levels of concern for 
environmental issues, yet low levels of personal willingness to make sacrifices 
for the sake of the environment (Witherspoon, 1997; Quah and Tan, 2002). 
To create commitment for the issue it is then important to address the ‘right’ 
target group with the ‘right’ issues.  

Among the seven systems in this study, there was either more than one 
target group, or no defined target group. An exception was the Agenda 21 
indicators in Stockholm, which explicitly defined citizens as their only target 
group. Different target groups often need to be approached differently. Thus 
the same indicators may speak perfectly well to one target group but be non-
relevant and non-comprehensible to others. In the Stockholm case, the 
Agenda 21 indicators were defined by their target group (the citizens), and 
was therefore relevant to the same group. It does not have to be the target 
group itself that designs the indicators in order to ensure that the ‘right’ 
issue, at the right level, targets the right group. However, the ones designing 
the indicators need to be very sensitive to what target group the indicators 
address, since the same problem, e.g. climate change or acid rain, affects 
multiple levels of governance as well as individual citizens.   

The target group must understand the indicators in order to feel com-
mitted to them. In the cases where “everyone” was targeted by the indicators 
(the ‘Environmental programme’ in Stockholm, the ‘Agenda 21 indicators’ in 
Växjö, and the ‘balance sheets’ in Sundsvall), it became impossible to create a 
feeling of ownership and commitment among all the target groups. In prac-
tice the focus was put on politicians or the internal experts in the admini-
stration. However, the all-embracing approach may have helped to legiti-
matize the Agenda 21 approach (which per se is all-embracing), as well as the 
more performance indicator systems, by signalling that “local politics is for 
all” even though it is defined by the experts. The rift between expertise and 
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lay knowledge is a problem facing politicians on a daily basis. The point 
made in chapter two that different levels of data aggregation provide more or 
less easily understood information is linked to the problem of targeting the 
‘right’ target group with the ‘right’ information. It may be difficult to reach 
the citizens with information designed for experts (low aggregated data) and 
thus make them (the citizens) feel that this is “their” issue.   

In the cases mentioned above, where the approach was to target everyone 
by including the whole local community in the matter, the process became 
only rhetoric. This may be interpreted in two ways. It is very difficult, maybe 
impossible, to create a feeling of ownership among all different target 
groups. As was made clear in the theoretical chapter, feeling ownership of an 
issue requires commitment to the issue, and different target groups may need 
to be approached differently to become interested and committed to the 
project. Creating feelings of ownership will, in the end, lead to increased 
legitimacy and support for the policy. Second, targeting “everyone” can be 
an effective way to avoid being accused of making policies for “the internal 
administration” rather than for the public and the constituency. However, in 
order to get people and other stakeholders to act in the end (which may 
require personal sacrifices) the indicators probably need to exhort “owner-
ship” specifically among the target group.    

An example of how ownership and legitimacy are interlinked is the 
Agenda 21 system in Växjö. Here, the political A21 committee was supposed 
to manage the strategy and the related indicators on a more strategic level 
and hence claim ownership over the question. But because the committee 
never received enough legitimacy and authority in the organization (among 
the other politicians), it never managed to steer and progress the work. Here, 
a problem was that the responsibility for the indicators was placed on several 
actors, both the committee and the Agenda 21 coordinator. The Stockholm 
Agenda 21 system faced the same problem. Its responsibility was supposed 
to be shared between the Agenda 21 office and the city districts local Agenda 
21 coordinators. Since it was not clear who was responsible for what in the 
work, it became difficult to define only one administrative body that 
(formally) owned the indicators. This may well be one explanation for why 
the Agenda 21 issue, in general, lost legitimacy among the politicians and 
within the organisation. When there are several stakeholders and organisatio-
nal bodies involved in a project there is always a risk that the chain of 
responsibility becomes unclear. This is a dilemma for the Agenda 21 
governance discourse which advocates a broad involvement and power 
redistribution from politicians to the public and other external stakeholders. 
With power follows responsibility, and if it is not clear who is responsible for 
what in the process, as was the case with the Agenda 21 indicators in Stock-
holm, there is a risk that no-one takes responsibility and becomes account-
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able for the issue in the end. By contrast, with few involved stakeholders, the 
responsibility issue and the ownership issue seem much easier to distribute, 
as the ecoBudget in Växjö and the ‘balance sheets’ in Sundsvall showed.      

Implementation requires legitimacy 
As discussed above, there were several ‘problems’ addressed by the indicator 
systems that were linked to the different aspects of legitimacy, i.e. lack of 
knowledge, lack of communication, lack of clear chain of responsibility, and 
an un-defined target group. However, all these ‘problems’ are, in fact, symp-
toms of an overall implementation problem. This concerns the important 
phase in a policy process of actually realizing the decisions, strategies or 
policies. Successful implementation requires relevant knowledge, strategies 
for communicating the right issues to the right target groups, as well as 
obtaining legitimacy for the policy/issue. 

This study shows that sustainability indicators can function as tool for 
promoting implementation. Indicators serve as monitoring and assessing 
performance tools that play an important role in the implementation of a 
policy. The indicators of ISO 14001 and EMAS are examples of indicator 
systems that structure and measure the performance of the company’s com-
mitment to work with environmentally related issues or sustainable develop-
ment issues. In Växjö municipality, the ecoBudget indicators were inbuilt 
into the administrations’ overall budget, which meant that each unit was 
required to evaluate the ecological dimension of their work according to a 
limited numbers of indicators. It was stated by the local politicians that the 
overall (ecological and) sustainable development strategy of the municipality 
should permeate all work carried out by the local administration. By linking 
the indicators to the budget cycle, those policies came under constant 
scrutiny, since their implementation success or failure had to be reported in 
the municipal annual budget.  

As we saw in chapter seven, the Agenda 21 indicators in Växjö were not 
implemented until they were incorporated in the ecoBudget strategy. One 
reason for their initial implementation failure had to do with the lack of a 
follow up strategy for the work. Much energy was put on the developing 
process of the Agenda 21 strategy’s goals and visions, but the important 
question of why the indicators were being worked with in the first place was 
unaddressed. The different administrations were left to design and manage 
their “own” indicators relating to the goals. However, since no clear follow-
up strategy was identified from the planning unit, which was in charge of the 
project, the administrations never received clear directives of how and why 
they should develop indicators. This is one reason why the Agenda 21 
indicators in this phase were not adopted by the organisation.   
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It is of course difficult to separate some of the identified implementation 
problems from each other, for example a lack of knowledge and an imper-
fect communication may go hand in hand, just as a problem of legitimacy 
may be a consequence of bad communication. An implementation failure is 
most likely preceded by a shortfall in knowledge, communication or legiti-
macy, or even all three aspects. Still, it is relevant to distinguish between the 
problems, in order to highlight some important aspects that should be taken 
into account when working with (sustainability) indicators. Six of the seven 
systems address at least one of the defined implementation problems and 
they are articulated explicitly, as well as non-explicitly, in the material. 

However, one of the systems, the European Common Indicators, did 
lack a problem to address. Both in Stockholm and Växjö they struggled to 
anchor the indicators in the municipal organisations, despite the fact that 
they were politically approved. In Växjö they completely disappeared from 
the agenda, early on in the process. One reason for this was that they 
addressed a ‘problem’ defined by the EU, rather than by the municipalities 
(the users). The EU Commission lacked knowledge about the local situation 
and saw the ECIs as an instrument that could provide this information in 
order to compare the performance of the participating municipalities. It 
turned out, however, that many municipalities were sceptical towards the 
system since they found the indicators to be too aggregated to be relevant at 
local level (European Common Indicators, 2003). They did not add value to 
the local work except for their international dimension. Instead it was the 
process (international meetings and conferences with local representatives 
from all over Europe) that was valuable in the end, according to the involved 
officers in Stockholm. Thus the effect of the participatory process, for the 
local officers, was a chance to become involved in new international net-
works, exchange experiences and know-how, and learn from other munici-
palities and their projects.  

This view was also confirmed by many other local officers in the final 
project report (European Common Indicators, 2003). A dilemma for the 
ECIs was its initial ambition to become a comparable indicator set, yet 
locally relevant for municipalities all over Europe. To be locally relevant 
implies that local problems are addressed by the indicators. If they are not 
developed in their local context the chances to be locally anchored and 
supported is reduced. But to be effectively comparable, they cannot be deve-
loped in their local context. This is a dilemma facing politicians and officers 
working with all kinds of indicators at the local level. Several of the 
politicians interviewed explicitly asked for indicators that could compare 
their local performance with other municipalities’ performance. There are 
such initiatives, for example the work carried out at the SALAR, described in 
chapter two. However, when the overall aim is to be comparable, the 
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indicators tend to be much more general, less specific and fewer in number, 
which demands more “internal work” to make them anchored.  

An implementation failure can thus be caused by the fact that there are 
several opposing aims that the indicators strive to fulfil, and therefore are not 
implemented in the end. The ECIs are the most striking example of this.        

Accordingly, implementing the indicators is often problematic due to lack 
of different legitimacy aspects in the process and the lack of a defined 
‘problem’ to be addressed by the indicators. For the officers or the project 
owners (like the ICLEI in the ecoBudget case) in charge of the project, 
obtaining legitimacy for the indicators is relevant because it provides status, 
and as a result the indicators may be taken up on the political agenda. Thus 
legitimacy can highlight an issue so that it becomes recognised by the 
politicians. In this study, the “scientification” of the Agenda 21 issue/indica-
tors serves as an illustrative example. Lack of legitimacy seems to be a 
common problem the officers must tackle in the work with sustainability 
issues. Even though sustainable development has been an evident part of the 
political agenda for more than a decade, on paper, the constant search for 
legitimising strategies for policies by the officers tells another story. It signals 
that sustainable development administrations continuously struggle to win 
support from the politicians for their policies.  

Summing up, as argued in the introduction, the goal for many decision 
makers is to resolve the tension in governance between democracy and 
efficiency and find equilibrium between those two agendas – policies should 
be efficient, yet democratic. This tension is apparent when it comes to pur-
suing sustainable development. Whether sustainability indicators can respond 
to these political calls depends foremost on their institutional setting, includ-
ing their surrounding governing arrangements and what they seem to repre-
sent. The key is that they actually answer a well-defined problem. I have 
argued that indicators may respond both to efficiency and participatory 
claims. They can provide an answer to the call for more participatory 
initiatives and transparency in policy making (i.e. the ‘good governance’ 
discourse). But they can also function as efficiency-providers where there is a 
shortfall of efficiency in the work. Here, they may speed up the process by 
translating information and facts into trends and/or prospective discrepan-
cies, given that there are data collected over a period of time. However, in 
both cases they can function as instruments for prioritising issues, goals and 
values.  
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The case and its context 
As was made clear in chapters four and five, Sweden is an extreme-case 
(Gerring, 2007:101) in terms of implementing sustainable development 
policies and initiating work with sustainability indicators on different 
governance levels, in comparison to other countries. Even though this was 
made as a case study, in which the indicator systems at local level served as 
observations of the Swedish implementation of sustainable development 
practices, it is important to reflect upon the findings in a wider perspective. 
The Swedish case can be learnt from by other local authorities that struggle 
with similar demands for implementing local sustainable development 
indicators. The point of departure for the study was the tension in 
governance, hence the findings from the study are more relevant to cases 
which also embrace both the sustainability discourses (efficiency driven and 
participatory driven) and thus is exposed to the tension. The existence of the 
(former) Swedish participatory democracy “movement” within the 
sustainable development discourse (and made tangible through indicators) 
was a prerequisite for the selection of case for the study. If there is no 
Agenda 21 discourse challenging the traditional environmental discourse 
then there are obviously no indicators developed within that discourse. The 
tension in governance due to the conflicting goals found in today’s sustain-
able development policy making that is, I argue, most visible in Sweden 
could well become similarly acute in other countries. Hence, other cases 
with, next to their ecological modernist discourse, an Agenda 21 profile in 
sustainable development policy making the findings should be relevant to, 
such as Finland (Niemi-Iilati, 1997), Norway (Langhelle, 2000), the Nether-
lands (Coenen, 1997; van Muijen, 2000), the United Kingdom (Young, 2000) 
and Canada (Toner, 2000). Furthermore, the results from this study add 
important knowledge and information to the case studies carried out in the 
Pastille research project (see chapter two). From this project we learned that 
indicators are not exogenous objective factors to the local work of sustain-
able development but their function is defined within the governance 
process (Rydin and Holman, 2003). However, by viewing indicators as effec-
tive tools legitimating either goal oriented or process oriented policy making, 
the understanding of their role(s) in local governance, in practice, is 
broadened. Also, since the study points to different problems for the partici-
patory driven systems to actually receive required legitimacy in an organi-
sation, an important contribution is made to research focusing on problems 
of implementation and political governance in general and participatory 
democracy in particular.  
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Politics of sustainable development, of or through indicators 
I have argued that different discourses characterise the politics of sustainable 
development, which explains why sustainable development indicators 
systems vary so much in different settings. This may seem to be a problem 
since it can be difficult to reach a common goal using the indicators if they 
are interpreted and viewed differently by the different actors involved in the 
process. It is possible to overcome this problem by realising that the indica-
tors must address different target groups in different ways. This means that it 
is necessary to build a greater awareness of how to present, frame and firmly 
establishing the indicators in a certain context. From this study, an obvious 
hypothesis can thus be formulated: Sustainability indicators need to be pre-
pared carefully so that the function, aim and target group(s) is in coherence 
with each other, corresponding to the problem(s) addressed by the indica-
tors. If this “chain” of necessary facets is well-thought out, it is possible to 
use sustainability indicators as an effective instrument in governance address-
ing either efficiency loss or participatory deficits in policy making concerning 
sustainable development.       

This hypothesis may serve as the starting point for a novel study of 
sustainability indicators’ function in policy-making. Having said this, it 
should be clear that I view sustainability indicators as a political tool with 
implicit power potential. Indicators are politics. In the main, there are two 
relevant and interrelated ways of increase our understanding the political 
dimension of indicators, and in particular sustainability indicators. There is 
the politics of indicators, and the politics through indicators. The former per-
spective deals with the “indicator trend” found in society today, where indi-
cators, not least within the sustainable development discourse, are developed 
in all different settings at all levels, in political as well as non-political con-
texts. This “trend” most certainly addresses the fundamental ‘problem’ of 
the increasing complexity we face in finding sustainable solutions to environ-
mental problems. The more complex the issues, the greater need to make it 
tangible, understandable and “communicable” – indicators may be the 
answer to this problem. Thus, the political phenomenon of indicators 
deserves more much more attention from political scientists. The other per-
spective addresses the potential influence on outputs (and probably out-
comes) that indicators may have, what I call the politics through indicators. 
As shown in this study, the indicators can be important in the agenda setting 
phase, as well as in the implementing phase of a policy. By controlling the 
scope of the indicators, the framework for the political agenda can be set. 
Indicating sustainability automatically means including, as well as excluding, 
sustainable development aspects. This implies a great political power.   
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The aim of this study was to explore the tension in sustainable development 
governance between efficiency claims and participatory claims in sustain-
ability indicator development. We have learned that the interpretations and 
the roles of the indicator systems vary considerably. The indicators are 
defined and given a purpose by their governance context and should there-
fore be seen as constructions reflecting dominating discourse in a particular 
setting. Their potential of influencing, shaping and steering politics relating 
to sustainable development issues is vast, as they can be seen as a meeting 
point between science and politics in a discourse where they both frame the 
problems and envisage solutions. 
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Appendix I  

Questions to the politicians  
• What role do you have in the local work with  

(a) sustainable development related questions and 
(b) the local work with sustainability indicators? 

• What status do you consider the sustainable development issue has in the 
municipality now compared to ten years ago?  

• What is your definition of sustainable development? 
• What do you know about the different indicator systems? 
• What information concerning the indicators have you received from the 

officers? 
• Do you use the indicators in your work? If so, how do you use them? Is it 

possible to see any effects of the indicator work? If so, please exemplify.  
• Do you consider the indicators to be established tools in the local work? 
• What function do they have in your municipality? What function should 

they have, according to you? 
• How are they communicated? 
• Who is the (indicators) target group(s)? 
• What expectations do you have on the local indicators? 
• What do you consider to be a “good” indicator? Can you please specify 

what you consider their most important characteristics? 
• Are the local indicators linked to other governance levels? 
• What level of governance do you think suits sustainability indicators best?  
• Do you believe public participation is an efficient method to use in policy 

making? If so, why? If not, why?  
• Can you give some examples of participatory initiatives related to the 

local sustainability work? 
• Is there any additional information you would like to communicate? 
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Appendix II 

Questions to the officers 
• What role do you have in the local work with  

(a) sustainable development related questions and  
(b) the local work with sustainability indicators? 

• Who has been involved in the work with the indicators?  
And in what way?  

• Do you use the indicators in your work? If so, how do you use them? Is it 
possible to see any effects of the indicator work? If so, please exemplify.  

• Do you consider the indicators to be established tools in the local work? 
• What function do they have in the municipality?  

What function should they have, according to you? 
• What expectations do you have in the local indicators? 
• Are the local sustainability indicators linked to other governance levels? 
• Are the local sustainability indicators inspired by, linked to or part of 

other indicator initiatives?  
• How are they communicated? 
• Who is the target group(s)? 
• In what way are the sustainability indicators systems linked to the local 

overall local policy on sustainable development? 
• What do you consider to be a “good” indicator? Can you please specify 

what you consider their most important characteristics? 
• Do you feel the politicians support the sustainability indictor initiatives?   
• What level of governance do you think suits sustainability indicators best?  
• What status do you consider the sustainable development issue has in the 

municipality now compared to ten years ago?  
• What is your definition of sustainable development? 
• Do you believe public participation is an efficient method to use in policy 

making? If so, why? If not, why?  
• Can you give some examples of participatory initiatives related to the 

local sustainability work? 
• Is there any additional information you would like to communicate? 




