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Implementing the Global Sustainable
Goals (SDGs) into Municipal Strategies
Applying an Integrated Approach

Sara Gustafsson and Jenny Ivner

Abstract
The UN emphasises the importance of collaboration and integrated approaches
to effectively implement the SDGs. Much of the action will have to take place
locally where municipalities will play an important role in coordinating the
efforts towards SDG fulfilment. They are constant local actors close to citizens
and they can also influence other actors through their strategies. This paper
reflects on how the SDGs can be integrated into existing strategies in order to
avoid parallel non-effective processes and to avoid the risk of the SDGs to
become marginalised. Furthermore, the paper discusses roles and preconditions
of municipalities in the SDG implementation process. This study focuses the
implementation of the SDGs into a regional municipality’s strategic planning
and management, Region Östergötland, Sweden. The challenges and opportu-
nities connected to implementing the SDGs will be problematized, and the paper
gives recommendations on how this type of organisations can implement the
SDGs taking advantage from qualities in already existing management and
working procedures.
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1 Introduction

In September 2015, 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs) were adopted, as part
of the 2030 Agenda: Transforming our world, by the countries of the world at the
United Nations (2015). The UN emphasises the importance of collaboration
between different levels and actors in order to meet the new goals. However, the
2030 Agenda is unprecise in where responsibilities lie and who should do what in
the process of realising the SDGs (Lo 2014; Weitz et al. 2015; Hoornweg et al.
2016). Stating from the content of the goals, however, it is fairly evident that many
of the goals will have to be dealt with locally. UNDP Sweden (2016) cites Helen
Clark in their tweet: “#SDGs must be localized … Even where central authorities
fail, governance may continue locally”. This means that municipalities will con-
tinue to play an important role in the efforts towards sustainability.

Sweden has an outspoken ambition to be a leading nation in forwarding sus-
tainability through the SDGs and it is therefore interesting to study how Swedish
municipalities approach SDG implementation. In this study we analyse how a
regional municipality (which has a broad spectrum of responsibilities, from medical
care to public transports, regional economic growth and strategic spatial planning)
may contribute to the SDG implementation.

The implementation of the SDGs is so far little studied in practice, which is
natural since they are newly launched. Fenton and Gustafsson (2016) conclude that
the knowledge gap related to the implementation and integration of the SDGs into
municipalities’ existing strategies, policies and practice need to be elucidated by
research in order to enhance for rapid and effective implementation. This paper
explores this gap through a pre-study of the ideas and reflections of the regional
municipality of Region Östergötland (hereafter RÖ) on how they could go about to
implement the SDGs. It will reflect on how the SDGs can be integrated into existing
strategies in order to avoid parallel non-effective processes and to avoid the risk of
the SDGs to become marginalised.

The aim of this paper is to reflect on the role of regional authorities in imple-
menting the SDGs into the different levels of the organisation—from politics to
practice—and to present ideas on how these can be approached in this type of
organisation. Which are the challenges? And what are the potential gains? This
study focuses on a regional authority in Sweden, which, like other local and
regional authorities in that country, is decentralised. This means that this authority
has a significant degree of self-governance. The variety of tasks and responsibilities
handled by this authority, however, reflect the challenges of adopting an integrated
approach to sustainability issues that are relevant for many actors, regardless
whether they act on the local, regional or national level.
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2 The Role of Swedish Regions and SDGs
and Strategic Planning

Tasks and responsibilities for Swedish Regions vary widely. In all Swedish geo-
graphical regions there are regional health care authorities1 with responsibility to
provide the regional territory with medical care. These organisations are governed
by democratically elected politicians. Several of these regional authorities also host
administration and planning of the region’s public transports, because of its
trans-municipal nature. Other trans-municipal issues that need regional coordination
are, for example, transport infrastructure planning and regional development and
growth. These responsibilities are handled by different regional or trans-municipal
bodies in different geographical areas. This means that integrating sustainability
issues into the strategic planning and the regional responsibilities can be a chal-
lenging as tasks and responsibilities differ. Therefore, it is of interest to explore the
opportunities for SDG implementation at the regional level in Östergötland, where
RÖ has been formed to embrace several important regional tasks, for example,
strategic spatial planning and regional development.

2.1 RÖ’s Responsibilities and Management

RÖ was established in 2015 as a regional umbrella organisation for health care,
dental care, regional development and public transports. It is governed by the
regional assembly with 101 democratically elected politicians. The regional
assembly decides on overall objectives and guidelines for regional services as well
as county tax and budget. Executive power lies with the Regional Executive
Committee, which also coordinates work in three thematic committees: Health
Care, Transport and Urban Planning, and Regional development. The main func-
tions of RÖ are illustrated in Fig. 1 and the following subchapters give an overview
of its responsibilities and tasks.

2.1.1 HealthCare Responsibilities
RÖ is responsible for meeting the inhabitants’ need for health care and dental care
and allocating resources accordingly. This assignment means providing equal and
high-quality health and medical care for all citizens. It has also been decided that
health and medical services should be accustomed to individual wishes and needs.
The health care and medical care organisation both purchase services from private
providers and provide health care at hospitals and primary health care. The internal
organisation thus manages facilities (such as hospital buildings) as well as medical
production units. With the medical production units RÖ is the largest employer in
the geographical region with more than 12,000 employees. This means that for
health care RÖ embraces the whole management chain, from strategic
decision-making to executive power at the operative level.

1In Swedish ‘Landsting’.
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2.1.2 Transport and Urban Planning Responsibilities
RÖ has two main planning responsibilities assigned by the Swedish government:
Regional Development Planning (RDP) and Regional Transport Planning. RDP
includes trans-municipal spatial planning with elaborated strategies for several
areas, e.g. rural development, energy and climate and general public health.
Swedish legislation, however, stipulates municipal planning monopoly, with local
spatial plans developed and adopted by local councils. RDP therefore serves as a
guideline to a common approach to planning at the local level rather than stipulating
planning conditions.

Regional Transport Plans stipulate the how government grants for the regional
road network shall be invested. Contents in regional transport plans are predefined
by the state and should embrace a 12-year planning horizon.

2.1.3 Responsibilities for Regional Development
The main objectives for the area of regional development are to strengthen
Östergötland’s competitiveness and developing regional leadership in collaboration
with other actors and national, regional and local level. Regional competitiveness is
addressed in the Regional Innovation Strategy and by hosting a Regional Com-
petence Platform with the aim to secure a skilled labour market and the develop-
ment of new applicable knowledge.

Regional council 
and Executive 

Committee

Health Care 
Committee

Production units 
Facility 

Management

Transport and 
Urban planning 

Committee

Regional 
planners

Public transports 
company

Regional 
Development 

Committee

Regional public 
officials

Fig. 1 Schematic organisational chart of the central functions of Region Östergötland. Source
Region Östergötland
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3 SDGs and Potential Challenges for Their Local
Implementation

A number of different global initiatives and strategies have been launched during
the recent decades to encourage local sustainability (Levett 1997; Lafferty and
Eckerberg 2013). Agenda 21 and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are
two such examples. These have, even though they had had different impacts in
different countries and municipalities, contributed to a step-wise, and limited but
still evident impact on local governance (Barrutia et al. 2015).

The SDGs have similar themes as previous initiatives, however, dressed in a new
costume. The new SDGs reframe how sustainability discourse has developed over
the years and how it has influenced policy. So far, we know little of their imple-
mentation and monitoring. What we do know is that the SDGs call for integrated
solutions and a broad systems perspective. This means that the goals and work
towards fulfilling them must be integrated into overall management as well as daily
work and procedures. It also means a cross-sectorial approach, where actor col-
laboration is key. Given that the goals require actor collaboration, it will be
interesting to observe how they will be implemented, what impact they will have on
local governance and how they will be converted into local action. There is
therefore a need to understand and analyse how local and regional governance is
formed and how to support interaction between local and regional actors in order to
forward sustainability (Zeemering 2012; Lucci 2015).

In terms of both participation and scope, the process of developing the SDGs has
been broader than the process of developing the MDGs (which was heavily criti-
cised for being an exclusive and technocratic process) (Barnett and Parnell 2016;
Clegg 2015). However, there is a risk that, like with other similar initiatives, there
will be a gap between the policy level and implementation. Weitz et al. (2015)
stress the importance of having a national ownership of the SDGs and to translate
the goals into a national context. Otherwise, they mean that there is a risk that the
SDG implementation becomes “… an indicator-based reporting exercise”.

The risk with global goals and indicators is that they become too general and
vague to be relevant on the national and local levels. In parallel to the definition of
“sustainability”, it could be good to have vague formulation in order to force the
users to interpret the concept/goals according to their ambitions and understanding.
On the other hand, with too vague definitions/goals, there is a risk that they are
perceived of as less relevant and therefore are neglected—they could mean
everything and nothing. Furthermore, at present there are no tools or methods for
measuring and monitoring the progress with the SDGs (Simon et al. 2015; Arf-
vidsson et al. 2016; Graute 2016). One of the challenges that SDG implementation
will have to fend off is the risk of the SDGs only serving political ends rather than
facilitating practice (Graute 2016).
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As mentioned earlier, RÖ has a wide range of tasks and responsibilities and
many of them have clear connections to the SDGs. As a new organisation it will
also need to develop its approach towards the SDGs more or less from scratch. It is
therefore interesting to reflect on how this type of organisation approaches the
SDGs; how the SDGS could be internalised in the already existing strategies and
tasks of the region and also how it can learn from challenges and success factors for
local and regional organisations who implemented the Agenda 21 and MDGs. For
example, earlier research indicates that it is important to acknowledge existing
structures and practice in order to develop an effective sustainability management
(Eklund and Gustafsson 2015). Perhaps the SDGs could be a way of improving
already existing sustainability efforts through coordination and collaboration
between functions and competencies and perhaps the SDGs could provide a
structure for reporting the Regions sustainability performance in a different way,
enhancing for benchmarking with other similar organisations.

In order to distinguish between different organisational levels and to structure
different strategies/activities that are linked to the SDGs, the, authors of this paper
used the framework/model of Kemp and Loorbach (2007), where they talk about
four different levels of transitions: strategic, tactical transition, operational and
monitoring/follow up. In this paper, however, the last level is not addressed due to
the SDGs being a new phenomenon for which follow up processes are yet to be
implemented. The strategic level encompasses visions and overall strategies, while
the tactical level includes networking, and coalitions on how to come closer to an
operationalization of the visions. The operational level is more hands-on and
addresses implementation at a process or project level. In the context of this study,
the different levels have been used as a tool to help sorting out how the strategic
planners in RÖ perceive the authority’s strategies and initiatives in relation to the
SDGs. To relate to the different levels in the context of RÖ means that it is possible
to differentiate on what is in the scope of the authority’s direct action space (op-
erational level), where the authority could facilitate through structural mobilisation
(tactical level), and where RÖ act through political leadership and political will.

4 Methodology

This paper is based on a comprehensive literature review on current journal articles
related to the SDGs, a documentation study of management of sustainability-related
tasks of the organisation RÖ and a workshop with strategic planners and officials
representing different departments and functions in the region.

To start with, a scan of relevant literature was performed. This served as a
foundation for the study. In this scan, current literature was identified (some of it
has been compiled and analysed more in depth in Fenton and Gustafsson 2016).
The purpose of the literature scan was to get a basic understanding of the research
field and how the SDG implementation at the local and regional levels is discussed
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among scholars. Key words such as “SDGs, post-2015 Agenda, Agenda 2030,
Municipalities, Urban sustainability” were included in this scan. The compilation
and analysis of this scan contributed with a basic understanding of the SDGs and
challenges for their implementation at the local level.

Thereafter, RÖ steering documents were collected and analysed in order to
identify how these currently address sustainability issues and to get an under-
standing of sustainability management processes in the organisation.

These first two steps served the study with important input to the third step, in
which a workshop with seven strategic planners and officials at RÖ was held. These
were selected to represent different parts of the organisation and to cover a broad
range of competencies and functions. Primarily officials working at management
level were chosen as they were assumed to have an overall perspective on their
respective area of responsibility. At the time of the workshop, the SDGS had not
been addressed as such in the organisation and there were no internal SDG steering
documents or routines on how to address them in the daily work at RÖ. Therefore,
the participants were sent general information about the SDGs prior to the work-
shop (even if the SDGs were familiar to most of them).

The purpose of the workshop was to identify how the officials perceive that their
activities and management relate to the SDGs. The input from this workshop could
be seen as a general screening that gives an overview of the initial perception of
how and within which areas the Region already contributes to the SDGs.

At the workshop, the participants were asked to, individually and in silence (10–
15 min), reflect on which activities that could be related to which SDG and on what
organisational level, and to write this down. Thereafter, the participants presented
their activities and motivated at which level it fitted best (see Fig. 2). In some cases
one activity was plotted at several organisational levels. The organisational levels
(the structure that was based on Kemp and Loorbach 2007) were introduced as
“what”, “how” and “do” with reference to the differences between tasks and
responsibilities that are within the direct and indirect power and daily work of RÖ’s
employees.

The matrix (Fig. 2) was the main output of the workshop and based on this
matrix discussions were held on how the tasks and responsibilities of RÖ are
perceived. The reflections from the workshop were analysed using the results from
the literature review and the documentation studies, and were synthesised into the
discussions and conclusions of this paper.

The results that are presented in this paper mirrors an early stage (2016) in an
organisation’s discussion regarding the SDGs. It is also important to remember that
the results are a product of a selection of strategic planners’ and officials’ sponta-
neous associations to how their organisation contributes to the SDGs. This means
that different results would have been achieved if the same study was performed
with other workshop participants or in a few years’ time when the SDGs are more
settled in society in general and if doing this exercise with different persons.
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5 An Overview of RÖ’s Activities in Relation to the SDGs

The existing sustainability management at RÖ is extensive and covers many areas.
Some documents cover the same issues but in different ways and in some docu-
ments there is a need for further clarification of definitions. The screening workshop
carried out in this study was one of the first occasions where the SDGs were jointly
discussed among several different functions at the Region and, at the time when this
paper was written, there was no political decision on how to approach the SDGs in
the regional organisation. However, given the richness in the results from the brief
and general screening exercise, it is clear that the SDGs are relevant for RÖ (see
Table 1).

Some of the activities (plotted in Table 1) were general strategies covering
several goals and several organisational levels, while others were more concrete
operational projects and initiatives. An example of initiative that was plotted at the
strategic level is the regional Cycle Strategy (SDG 9). Drug prevention scheme
(SDG 3) is an example of something that was seen as tactical. As to the operational
level, issues such as fossil free vehicle fleet (SDG 13) were identified. Note that the
initiatives were plotted against the SDG that the individual workshop participants
perceived was the most relevant in the context.

Fig. 2 The workshop participants placed the activities in relation to the SDG and the
organisational level that they perceived was the most appropriate. Photo Jenny Ivner, 2016
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In some cases the workshop participants found it difficult to decide whether an
activity should be categorised as “strategic”, “tactical” (which both imply a more
indirect possibility to influence) or “operational” (which means a more direct
possibility to influence). Sometimes they argued that activities were relevant for all
three levels. For example, for some participants, the cycle strategy is seen as
operational since this is something concretely produced by the organisation, while
for others it is tactic. Furthermore, as shown in Table 1, no participants placed notes
for SDG 17. Partnerships are central for this type of authority and one explanation
for this result is that partnerships are key in order to realise all visions, strategies
and projects that the region deals with and that partnerships therefore are part of
many of the other goals. As for SDG 10, this is addressed in a strategy for the
region that the workshop participants perceived of as being overarching all SDGs
(Östgötakommissionen). So the lack of notes at SDGs 10 and 17 does not mean that
there is no activity for these goals; it is just a result of how the participants per-
ceived that their activities matched the SDGs.

Table 1 Results from the workshop exercise where the participants plotted the organisation’s
activities (at different levels) against the SDGs

Strategic
level

Tactical level Operational level

1. No poverty ○ ○ ○
2. Zero hunger ○ ○ ○ ○
3. Good health and well-being ○ ○ ○ ○

○ ○
○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○
○

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○
○ ○

4. Quality education ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○
5. Gender equality ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○
6. Clean water and sanitation ○ ○○
7. Affordable and clean energy ○○ ○ ○ ○
8. Decent work and economic

growth
○ ○ ○ ○
○ ○

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○

9. Industry, innovation and
infrastructure

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○
○ ○

○ ○ ○

10. Reduced inequalities

11. Sustainable cities and
communities

○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○

12. Responsible consumption and
production

○ ○ ○

13. Climate action ○ ○ ○ ○
○

○ ○

14. Life below water ○
15. Life on land ○
16. Peace, justice and strong

institutions
○ ○ ○ ○ ○

17. Partnerships for the goals

Each ring corresponds to one activity
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The screening done in the workshop gives an initial hint of the relevance of
SDGs for RÖ and also the importance to discuss the actual power to influence
related to the Region’s three main areas of tasks and responsibilities (i.e. health
care, transport and urban planning, and regional development). The next sub-
chapters give a brief summary of the activities that were identified in the work-
shop. This summary is not entirely coherent with the quantitative overview of the
results presented in Table 1 as the rings in the table may represent doubles and
overlapping activities.

5.1 Activities and Opportunities to Implement the SDGs
Within the Responsibilities for Health Care

Providing equal health and medical services to all citizens, including refugees and
asylum seekers, relates to SDGs 1, 3 and 5. Everybody, regardless economic or
social status can and should be offered medical care and thus one dimension of
perceived poverty can be avoided. Free high-quality medical care is also one
cornerstone to ethnical, religious, sexual and gender equality.

Also as employer, service provider and purchaser RÖ can implement strategies
to contribute to the SDGs: treating employees equally (SDG 5); actively preventing
and reducing contaminants in waste water (SDG 6) and the use of energy and other
resources (SDGs 7 and 12); implementing purchasing requirements related to CSR
and resource efficiency (SDGs 8 and 12); and actively reducing GHG emissions
from vehicles, nitrous oxide and energy use (SDG13). This means that there is
potential to substantially contribute to the SDGs within the direct power of the
organisation.

5.2 Activities and Opportunities to Implement the SDGs
Within the Responsibilities for Transports and Urban
Planning

Public transport is an area within the direct power of the Region: public. Equal,
affordable, accessible and available public transports can contribute to decreasing the
feeling of relative poverty (SDGs 1 and 5) but also increase availability to recre-
ational activities and areas (SDG 3). The use of fossil free fuels and clean, efficient
vehicles contribute to reduced emissions of pollutants (SDGs 13, 14 and 15).

Transport infrastructure planning and urban plans may have an impact on several
SDGs. Strategies for increased biking and efficient inter-modal travelling affect
possibilities for a healthy lifestyle (SDG 3), but also reduce the demand for
fossil-based transports (contributing to SDGs 7, 13, 14 and 15). Urban planning
with a holistic approach can be a tool to address several SDGs. Planning for
available digital services for a broad range of societal functions facilitate openness,
access to information and possibilities to influence decision-making contribute to
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increased equality (SDG 10); planning for mixed residential areas prevent social
exclusion (SDG 5); closeness to services reduce the demand for transports; and
taking decentralised energy production (such as solar power) into account in spatial
planning facilitate the transitions for energy consumption to energy ‘prosumers’
(SDG 7). In all, the regional planning responsibilities possess significant potential
to contribute to most of the SDGs. Implementation of the plans is, however, to a
large extent outside the Region’s direct influence, which puts high demands on
participative and inclusive planning processes for the plans to be legitimate and
accepted.

5.3 Activities and Opportunities to Implement the SDGs
Within the Responsibilities for Regional Development

Among other things, RÖ coordinates vocational training, a smart specialisation
platform, funds for rural development and regional development funds that can be
used for co-funding relevant development projects and initiatives in order to
strengthen the role of the geographical territory’s competitiveness. Vocational
training can be seen as a tool for preventing drop-outs from school (SDG 4),
speeding up introduction to labour market (SDGs 1 and 10) as well as matching
skills and competence to industrial needs and potential (SDGs 8 and 9). The smart
specialisation platform is a triple-helix arena (i.e. collaboration between business,
public organisations and academia) for innovation and business development that
supports implementation of SDGs 9 and 10. This arena can, however, also con-
tribute to SDGs 11–15 as clean and resource efficient system solutions for energy
and waste services, clean energy and sustainable cities are all covered by Öster-
götland’s Smart specialisation strategy. Regional development funds are pinpointed
to support implementation of smart specialisation strategies. To summarise, RÖ
possesses strong means to contribute to the implementation of SDGs when it comes
to vocational education and skilled labour. The smart specialisation platform and
development funds can facilitate innovation and provide possibilities to, for
example, create test beds. The actual development of new business and innovation,
however, lies outside the power of the organisation.

6 Discussion

As this paper has illustrated, RÖ has a vast range of responsibilities and tasks
related to sustainability with a significant number of strategies, structures and
projects related to sustainability, which apparently could be difficult to have an
overview of. The SDGs could serve as a coordinating framework to elucidate in
which areas action is taken and, in the longer run, how it is taken by whom and
when. This could help increase the effectiveness of the Region’s sustainability
management. When having a clearer idea of what is done, double work could be
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avoided as well as gaps could be identified. The SDGs could be a way of visualising
RÖ’s collected sustainability efforts which could serve as a basis for developing a
more integrated and comprehensive sustainability management. Hence, the SDGs
could be seen as a way of coordinating the sustainability efforts and also make them
a part of day-to-day activities.

The picture outlined in Table 1 is not perhaps the right one, nor is it complete,
but it gives an idea of some of the officials’ and strategic planners’ apprehension of
how their organisation contributes to the SDGs. For examples, sometimes the
workshop participants related activities and responsibilities to goals and managerial
levels differently. The reason for this could be that they are biased by their own
roles and individual frames of reference. This indicates that the organisation has a
journey to make, towards shared and joint views on its tasks and responsibilities as
well as interpretations of the SDGs.

The screening exercise could be seen as the first step towards internalising the
SDGs. UN emphasises in their Agenda 2030, that it is important to have an inte-
grated approach to the SDGs, and build on existing structures and strategies. This
means that they are not implemented in parallel systems that may lead to that
organisations become confused by all the different initiatives that they have to adapt
and relate to.

The Swedish national delegation for the SDGs has the mission to launch a
national action plan by March 2017 (Swedish National Government 2016) and once
this action plan is out it is probably easier for regional/local actors to develop their
regional/local strategies in order to contribute to the goals. Furthermore, with a
national action plan, it is easier to choose indicators and tools for measuring and
follow up the progress and thereby avoiding a situation where the SDGs only serves
political ends (Graute 2016) or become a reporting exercise with little effect (Weitz
et al. 2015).

RÖ is one (however important) actor among many at the regional level and one
actor alone cannot take on all responsibility for the regional sustainability perfor-
mance. As stressed in Agenda 2030, there is a need for a broad systems perspective
and an integrated approach to fulfil the 17 SDGs (UN 2015). This means that RÖ
has to implement new goals and methods into existing management structures and
to collaborate with other actors. There is a need for a regional leadership for
sustainability, but different themes could be led by different organisations
depending on mission, competencies, etc. (as sketched out in Fig. 3). Therefore,
screening in a similar manner as presented here, along with deeper gap analyses,
will have to be performed for other regional and local actors too. The regional and
local actors need to develop a common understanding of what they already do in
relation to the SDGs, what issues that they can develop collaboration around and
decide on the different organisations’ roles for a regional leadership for sustain-
ability. There are already some arenas for these types of discussions, but there is a
need for a more coherent and broad approach for these discussions, and the actors in
the organisations need clearer mandate to work with these issues internally and over
organisational and sector boarders.
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The illustration in Fig. 3 shows a conceptual sketch of different regional and
local actors that have different stakes at different levels contributing to different
goals. It is of utmost importance that the regional actors are synchronised and have
a good collaboration and common understanding of the regional actions towards the
SDGs in order to develop an effective process. Different regional actors take the
responsibility for different goals depending on the relevance of the SDGs to their
respective organisations. In this, the actors have to develop an understanding of
each other’s agendas and world views in order to find common themes for col-
laboration (Eklund and Gustafsson 2015). Furthermore, they have to acknowledge
that different actors have different possibilities or ambitions when it comes to
sustainability management and that it is accepted that they have different goals with
the collaboration. As mentioned, earlier, it is important to build on already existing
structures, but not only when it comes to strategies and management. It is also
important to use already existing channels and arenas for collaboration between
local and regional actors and try and avoid developing new and parallel ones. There
is, for example, an arena for cleantech companies (in which also a few of the
municipalities and the region participate) and there are collaboration arenas for
smart specialisations.

To conclude, when reflecting on Fig. 2, different actors do different things in
relation to the SDGs on different levels. With what and to what extent they con-
tribute to the SDGs vary depending on their organisations’ missions, action space,
agendas and ambitions. For example, the municipalities have monopoly on spatial
planning in the cities; therefore, they have significant impact on such planning
processes and RÖ (among other things) have an overall health care responsibility in
the region. All actors cannot and should perhaps not address all SDGs, but together
as a region and in collaboration, all SDGs could be covered. Having a broad
systems perspective within the region is central. How this is to be organised and
which actors that should be responsible for taking lead for which SDGs have to be
further defined and analysed in future research. It is important to get a general
overview of which actors that do what in relation to sustainability and the SDGs.

Fig. 3 Schematic illustration of how different activities towards three fictive SDGs could be
distributed between the regional actors, municipalities and industry. Source The authors

Implementing the Global Sustainable Goals (SDGs) … 313



RÖ could be seen as a coordinator and a facilitator of action, being a regional actor
with a broad range of responsibilities, functions and power and a broad overview of
regional and local actors. However, there are also several challenges to create a
shared view of the SDGs and how they should be approached related to the
complexity of the RÖ organisation and its wide variety of tasks and responsibilities.
The regional actors have to understand each other’s worldviews and accept and
acknowledge that they have different agendas when it comes to sustainability
issues. This could be used as a strength and also an opportunity since it could
contribute to creative collaboration relations where competition or rivalry does not
hamper the process.

7 Recommendations

This paper is based on a study on RÖ; however, several of the results and reflec-
tions are probably valid also for other types of local/regional authorities or other
organisations. This study therefore concludes with a set of early recommendations
to organisations that are about to adopt the SDGs:

• Do not reinvent the wheel—build the SDG work on already existing structures,
activities and collaboration arenas.

• To get an overview—perform a gap analysis of existing internal activities and
compare this with other regional and local actors’ similar gap analyses. Use this
as a basis for developing the regional approach to the SDGs.

• Differentiate between possibilities to directly and indirectly influence the SDGs
and develop the local and regional work based on these preconditions.

• Political support is important for the coordination and collaboration between
regional and local actors—ensure that the actions are sanctioned and also
budgeted for.
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