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Abstract:  
People shape the development of our society and the majority of the 
world’s population lives in urban areas. Given these circumstances, there is 
high value in supporting municipalities in their transition towards 
sustainability. Municipalities have the opportunity to engage directly with 
the general public by utilizing a participatory approach in planning and 
decision making. This thesis explores the conditions that enable and hinder 
municipalities from (i) engaging with the public and (ii) achieving effective 
and meaningful participation from their citizens. The findings of this study 
were incorporated into the Ideal Case for Strategic Integrated System 
Development (SISD), an outline for participatory and cross-sectoral 
planning towards sustainability in cities and nations. The research focused 
on developing the elements of engagement and participation in the Ideal 
Case for SISD, thereby adding depth to the suggested planning process and 
making it more relevant for engagement and sustainability practitioners. 
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Executive Summary 

This thesis examines the process of public engagement and public 
participation in municipalities that are working towards sustainability. 
Municipalities from across Europe and North America were interviewed 
and surveyed to identify what helps and hinders them in engaging the 
public for a collaborative transition towards sustainability. The findings 
were distilled and logically structured into the Framework for Strategic 
Sustainable Development (FSSD). Moreover, the collected data were 
screened for potential indicators that can be used to measure public 
engagement. The objective of the study was to apply this information to 
develop the elements of engagement and participation in the Ideal Case 
outline for Strategic Integrated System Development (SISD, see Appendix 
K) for sustainable planning in cities and nations. 

Introduction 

Cities provide habitat and employment opportunities. Moreover, they 
provide a vibrant and stimulating atmosphere. A rapid transfer of 
knowledge among inhabitants leads to enhanced productivity and an 
increase of human capital among inhabitants, contributing to the economic 
potential of the city as a whole (Rauch 1993; Glaeser 1994). Moreover, 
creativity and diversity, leading to innovation, have been defined as key 
elements in determining a region’s positive development (Florida 2003). 

In the wake of the Industrial Revolution, human population has increased 
exponentially and people have been drawn to urban areas in ever growing 
numbers. To date, cities are home to more than half of the global population 
(UN 2008). By the year 2050, around 70% of the world population will 
reside in urban regions and almost the entire population growth predicted 
for the coming decades will occur in cities (PRB 2012; Cohen 2003). 

Due to a high population density, urban areas contribute significantly to 
global carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions. A recent study on carbon emissions 
in Sweden shows that urban municipalities account for near 60 percent of 
the country’s total CO2 emissions (WWF 2010). Since cities are predicted 
to experience massive growth in the coming decades and its inhabitants are 
accountable for the majority of carbon emissions, special focus should be 
put on urban regions and their development. 
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In recent years, the concept of governance has become an attractive, yet 
complex approach in the exercise of public power. This approach has a 
different dynamic than a governmental approach; it seeks an increased 
involvement of the public in governmental decision making processes 
(Brownhill 2009). This development is supported by the insight that the 
success of projects and policies often depends on people’s participation and 
support throughout the entire process (Sarkissian 2009). 

Moving towards sustainability requires contributions from society as a 
whole. This in turn demands new approaches to governing and decision 
making processes (Brownhill 2009). These need to be based not only on 
collaboration of different stakeholders, but also on the involvement of the 
general public, to find acceptable, effective, and local solutions to the 
sustainability challenge (Roseland 2005) to gain broad support for change. 

Research Design 

The research for this thesis was guided by the following main research 
question and three sub-questions: 

How can public engagement be developed in the Ideal Case outline for 
Strategic Integrated System Development? 

1. Where are enablers for municipalities to guide a participatory 
transition towards sustainability? 

2. What are barriers to achieve public engagement around 
sustainability? 

3. What are potential indicators to measure public engagement in 
municipalities? 

To answer the research questions, the thesis group conducted interviews 
and collected surveys. Interviews with external experts informed the 
subsequent interviews with municipalities. External experts were selected 
based on their experience in working with municipalities and local 
governments. Municipalities that were selected for interviews were 
considered likely to have incorporated elements of governance into their 
planning and decision making processes. The four groups of municipalities 
that were interviewed are: i) municipalities that have been working with 
The Natural Step and the Framework for Strategic Sustainable 
Development (FSSD), ii) members of Swedish Eco-municipalities 
(SEKOM), iii) signatories of the Aalborg Commitments, as well as iv) a 
mixed group of municipalities that have not publicly announced the use of a 
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particular framework or concept for moving towards sustainability. Based 
on the interview results, the thesis group designed a survey to be completed 
by the interviewed municipalities. 

After compiling all results and extracting themes and concepts, the data 
were fed into the FSSD, a framework for planning in complex systems. The 
FSSD is based on a Five Level Framework (5LF), consisting of the levels 
System, Success, Strategic, Action and Tools. The informed FSSD for 
public engagement and participation was the basis on which suggestions for 
the development of the Ideal Case for SISD were made. 

Results and Discussion 

During the interviews with five external experts and 17 municipalities, a 
total of 27 enablers and 17 barriers for public engagement and participation 
were identified. All enablers and barriers found in the expert interviews 
were subsequently confirmed in the municipal interviews. A comprehensive 
list of enablers and barriers is depicted below. A definition for each item 
can be found in Appendix G: Glossary of Enablers, Barriers and Indicators. 

The enablers and barriers found in this study touched on a broad spectrum 
of themes, including communication, resources, relationships, leadership 
and mentality. Many of them can be seen as closely related or dependent on 

Enablers (cont.) 
Acknowledging the need for 
collaborating with the public  

Action Internal capacity 

Bring sustainability to a local level Invite the public to something 
meaningful 

Clarity about process Make community input trackable 
Clear goals and vision Meeting space 
Early involvement Mental approach 
Engagement in small groups Municipality as role model 
External capacity Networking 
External communication Personal dedication 
Financial resources Political support 
Form of interaction Public ownership 

Identifying community leaders Recognizing and capturing community 
efforts 

Identifying internal municipal leaders Staff resources 
Informing and/or educating citizens Third party support 
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one another, for example financial resources and staff resources, which 
came up both as enablers and as barriers. Several enablers and barriers are 
overlapping and together they add to a mosaic of engagement and 
participation, with each element being a key piece of the whole. 

All interviewed municipalities were invited to complete a survey. This 
additional channel and source of data helped screen for bias and gaps when 
put in context with the data collected through interviews. Moreover, the 
survey also made it possible to quantify parts of the collected data. 

While decoding interviews, the thesis team uncovered a small selection of 
potential indicators to measure how municipalities are performing in terms 
of public engagement. Further research is required to develop these 
indicators and possibly translate them into tools for municipalities. 

Indicators (cont.) 
Amount of different types of initiatives 
(Municipality 2 2012) 

Variety of people engaged (Sarkissian 
2012) 

Frequency of iterations of municipal 
visioning process (Municipality 1 2012) 

Variety of mechanisms for direct input 
with ideas and support from public 
(Municipality 1 2012) 

Number of engagement initiatives per 
year (Municipality 1 2012) Time point of involvement (Lahti 2012) 

The information gathered during the literature review, as well as data from 
the interviews and surveys informed the FSSD for Public Engagement and 
Participation. Briefly, on the System level is a municipality in a democratic 
western country moving towards sustainability. On the Success level, the 
municipality has achieved alignment with the four Sustainability Principles, 

Barriers (cont.) 
External communication  

Financial resources Little knowledge of municipal/political 
work 

Having the result upfront Municipal engagement responsibilities 

Information saturation / overload No implementations from engagement 
initiatives 

Interest groups People content with current situation 
Internal capacity People’s mindset of responsibilities 
Internal communication Staff resources 
Lack of awareness Timing 

Lack of trust Underestimating the capability of general 
public 
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as well as additional success factors that specifically address public 
engagement and participation in planning and decision making processes. 
On the Strategic level there are the three strategic prioritization questions. 
Following the data analysis, the thesis team expanded the standard 
questions to specifically address engagement and participation. The 
contents of Actions and Tools levels depend on the specific requirements 
of individual municipalities. However, the thesis team added a list of 
potential indicators that could have relevance for the Tools level. 

Collectively, the data from this study were used to develop the Ideal Case 
for SISD. This included feedback from the external experts on what they 
felt was lacking in the proposed outline. Their input largely coincided with 
the initial impression of the thesis team. The experts noted that the SISD 
process was very technical and was lacking elements of engagement. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The authors propose to strengthen the Ideal Case for SISD by making 
public engagement and participation explicit in the visual process outline. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 The Sustainability Challenge 

Mankind has a great challenge to face; since the beginning of the industrial 
revolution the use of natural resources and therefore the ecological impact 
has increased exponentially in a historically unprecedented way. This is 
reflected in different data, most prominently in the increasing atmospheric 
CO2 concentration and also in decreasing global biodiversity and increased 
loss of tropical rain forest and woodland. These trends are illustrated in 
Figure 1.1 and are generally referred to as hockey stick statistics, due to the 
exponential increase over the past 60 to 100 years. Population growth and 
technology have allowed humanity to be a dominating force, altering the 
biosphere’s dynamics and cycles (Steffen et al. 2004). The sustainability 
challenge means finding ways to move into the future without 
systematically undermining society’s possibilities of meeting its needs 
(World Commission on Environment and Development 1987, Ny et al. 
2006). In other words, it is upon us to re-align our behaviour with natural 
cycles and employ human capital in a sustainable way. 

 

Figure 1.1. Hockey stick statistics (Steffen et al. 2004) 
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Mankind, like every other species on this planet, has an ecological niche1, a 
sum of habitat requirements within the ecosystem that allow us to sustain 
our population. While it is presently hard to imagine that there could be a 
time in the future when the biosphere would not support human life, it is a 
realistic scenario2 (Leslie 1992, McLenan and Wilson 2011). Imagine 
natural degradation changed our environment to a point where our 
existence was threatened, for example pollution of air, water, or soil that 
may cause infertility or disease. This can be seen as a breakdown of 
human’s ecological niche. One should be aware that changes in the overall 
ecosystem affect our ecological niche and could result in crossing its 
boundaries and therefore threatening our existence (Leslie 1989). To 
illustrate this more clearly, the sustainability challenge can be described 
with a funnel metaphor (Robèrt 2000). The dynamics of humanity’s 
interactions with its environment can be seen as manoeuvring society 
within the boundaries of existence, i.e. the walls of the funnel. Through 
resource shortages, degradation of the physical environment, war, or social 
conflicts, the walls of the funnel are narrowing, decreasing space to move 
forward without hitting the funnel walls. Nature and its complex 
ecosystems are currently being systematically exhausted, eventually 
reaching a point where our ecological niche is destroyed and where the 
human race can no longer be sustained, i.e. hitting the walls of the funnel 
(Robèrt 2000). 

1.2 Past and Future of Cities 

Historically, cities have developed from permanent human settlements that 
were formed at strategic locations, including access to natural resources or 
transport ways. Especially in medieval Europe, cities were founded around 
castle building sites (Lichtenberger 1970). Already in ancient times, 
purpose driven human communities rapidly developed a distinct 

                                                 

1 An ecological niche is a place in the ecosystem where a species can sustain its 
population, which contains various environmental conditions or resources necessary for 
species to survive. Examples would be the amount of oxygen or nitrogen in the air, the 
temperature, intensity of the solar radiation, available food resources etc. (Hutchinson 
1958). 
2 Looking at present statistics, the risk of going extinct because of climate change until 
2100 lies at 10% with no other extreme events included (Mclenan and Wilson 2011). 
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infrastructure and complex systems of economic, political, social, and 
cultural interactions. Gordon Childe called this process of change the Urban 
Revolution (Smith 2009; Childe 1950). Extensive studies of prehistoric 
settlements led Childe to propose a list of ten criteria to distinguish an 
ancient city from a mere village. His list covers population density, 
composition and function of the residents as in variety of specialised 
professions, tax, architecture, writing, science, symbolic art, foreign trade 
over long distances, and finally “a state organisation based now on 
residence rather than kinship” (Childe 1950, 16). 

In the past and until this day, key advantages of cities have been their 
central location, easy access for and to transport, a wide range of available 
goods and services, and an abundance of employment opportunities. Even 
though small towns and communities are no longer as isolated as they used 
to be, they do lack the vibrant and stimulating atmosphere that characterises 
urban centres. Living in an urban area with higher levels of education was 
found to have a productivity-enhancing effect (Rauch 1993), which 
Marshall (1890) previously attributed to a more rapid and broad imitation 
of skilled activities, i.e. an enhanced transfer of knowledge. Subsequently, 
economists have ascribed the growth potential of dense urban areas to 
intellectual spillovers, for example the flow of ideas, experience, and 
creativity. Hence more than just accumulation of capital, the stock of 
knowledge is essential to the economic success of a city (Glaeser 1994). 
Recent urban studies highlight that the level of education (also referred to 
as human capital) alone is not sufficient to explain urban growth. Rather, 
diversity and the creativity of individuals is key to innovation and thus 
determines a region’s positive development. Moreover, it appears that well 
educated and creative people, referred to as the creative class or creative 
capital, are drawn to places that are inclusive, tolerant, and diverse (Florida 
2003). It can thus be concluded that it takes a progressive environment to 
attract individuals that belong to the creative class. 

Today, over 50 percent of the world population lives in cities (UN 2008). In 
developed countries, presently around 80 percent of people live in urban 
areas (Botkin and Beveridge 1997). Globally, the mean growth rate of cities 
is about 2.3 percent per year (Newman 2006). Given the continuity of 
current trends, which also indicate an increasing development and affluence 
of poor nations, approximately 70 percent of the world population, or 
around 6.5 billion people, will live in cities by the year 2050 (PRB 2012). 
Almost all of the population growth for this time frame is predicted to occur 
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in cities, particularly in developing countries. However, also developed 
nations will see a significant increase in urbanization over the next decades 
(Cohen 2003), potentially bringing the share of city dwellers of the total 
population close to 90 percent by the year 2050. 

1.3 Cities and the Environment 

It is evident that cities have an environmental impact both on a local and 
global scale; they account for a rough 1.5 percent of the world total surface 
(200 000 square km), which is equivalent to the size of Senegal (Newman 
2006). To get an idea of a city’s impact, it is useful to look at the 
environmental footprint, which merely is a tool to indicate the use of 
resources. Factors such as energy, water and land use are taken into account 
and allow for quantification and comparison. However, an environmental 
footprint does not suggest which measures and policies are necessary to 
move strategically towards sustainability (Newman 2006). Thus, other 
unifying approaches are necessary. 

The environmental impact of municipalities3 varies depending on complex 
factors such as lifestyle, population-density, the geographical location 
which affects the energy required for heating/cooling and lighting, urban 
density, economic activities that are characteristic to the specific city, and 
the wealth and consumption patterns of its population. Recent statistics 
show that cities are responsible for roughly 70 percent of the world’s total 
greenhouse gas emissions (UN 2011). 

As an example of impacts on the municipal scale in a western country, a 
recent report from the World Wildlife Fund reveals preliminary results of 
carbon emissions in Swedish municipalities caused by food consumption, 
housing, transport and miscellaneous private consumption. People in rural 
municipalities account for 3.7 percent of Sweden's total carbon footprint, 
while city dwellers emit near 60 percent of Sweden’s total CO2 (WWF 
2010). These data imply that municipalities in urban regions have a higher 
environmental impact than municipalities in rural areas. While the per 

                                                 

3 A municipality in our context is “the official government body of a particular locality” 
(James and Lahti 2008). The term city or town may be used interchangeably with 
municipality, but may also be used to describe the physical space. 
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capita impact in (Swedish) urban municipalities is lower than in rural 
regions, the population density is higher, thus explaining the higher overall 
environmental impact (WWF 2010). These data highlight the importance of 
focusing on municipalities within urbanised regions, even in countries such 
as Sweden that holds a reputation for being progressive in environmental 
issues. 

1.4 Government and Governance 

When working towards sustainability in cities, it is imperative to get the 
municipalities’ governments and their residents involved in the process. In 
the field of political science, there are different ways to approach this 
interaction. The traditional government approach resembles the hierarchical 
form of governing, where power is exercised top-down, often referred to as 
a command and control model (Richards and Smith 2002; Meehan 2003). 
When moving an organization or a municipality towards sustainability it is 
not only desirable, but necessary for residents and members of an 
organization to influence and participate in the process (Brownill 2009). 
Such an interaction within the realm of public power is often referred to as 
a governance approach. This interaction is associated with fragmentation of 
public power, more collaboration and influence in the decision making 
process on a more or less regular basis. The two different governing 
approaches are contrasted in Figure 1.2. 

 

Figure 1.2. Government and Governance (based on Meehan 2003) 
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Government and governance structures can co-exist, they are by no means 
dichotomous or mutually exclusive (Meehan 2003). Elements of 
governance are helpful when it is desirable to reach consensus in major 
decisions. Ultimately, the success of projects and policies often depend on 
people’s support throughout the entire process from conceptualization to 
realization (Sarkissian 2009). 

Though it might seem contradictory, decentralised and participatory 
bottom-up approaches require more from the top than that of a traditional 
governmental approach; a state or municipality that embraces a 
governmental model needs to coordinate, control, encourage, and inform 
throughout the process (Duit, Galaz, and Löf 2009, 125). Hence, a 
governance approach does not mean less involvement from the top, it is 
merely a different dynamic of interaction. 

1.5 The Need for New Approaches in Times of 
Transition 

A shift towards sustainability calls for preparations and new governance 
approaches. Even if society would dramatically change its behaviour, for 
example leading to a reduction in carbon emissions, there would still be 
significant repercussions due to emissions accumulated in the past (Stern 
2007). Therefore, it is crucial that all levels of society and government have 
the appropriate tools and methods that support our ability to cope with 
inevitable effects of climate change in a highly complex system (Doppelt, 
Hamilton, and Vynne 2011). If measures are not taken, the impact and costs 
of our current behaviour will inevitably be more severe than if we were to 
take action now (Doppelt, Hamilton, and Vynne 2011). 

Holistic and systems based approaches in planning and decision making 
that recognise the complexity of society's interaction with the biosphere are 
preferable because they are not designed to deal with quick fixes of single 
events, i.e. waiting for something to happen, then deal with it. An example 
of such a quick fix would be a response to a particular effect of climate 
change, e.g. higher carbon costs. Furthermore, systems thinking4 offers the 

                                                 
4 Holistic view of complex events or phenomena, i.e. taking into account all components of 
a system, as well as how they interact. 
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potential to counter the effects of climate change before they occur. This 
kind of approach is more resilient and can more effectively cope with small 
changes in the system, changes that would manifest themselves to a higher 
degree in an organization with a linear approach5 to sustainability (Doppelt, 
Hamilton, and Vynne 2011). 

1.6 Public Participation6 

Agenda 21 describes that local governments, including municipalities, 
oversee planning processes, construct, operate and maintain economic, 
social and environmental infrastructure. Since municipalities are the closest 
level of government to the people, they should also play a great role in 
educating and mobilizing its citizens and being an ambassador of 
sustainable development (UN Conference on Environment and 
Development 1992). In order to move a whole municipality towards 
sustainability, the willingness to change needs to be triggered in oneself. 
Change starts with and within the single individual (Havel 1997), who is 
part of a community. People in the community are the municipality's heart 
and hand and therefore the heart and hand of the sustainability movement 
(Sarkissian 2009). To get the community involved and to move towards 
sustainability, it is a necessity for them to take part in planning and decision 
making processes. Moreover, their knowledge and participation is required 
to find acceptable, effective, and local solutions (Roseland 2005). Members 
of an organization or other entities, such as a municipality, should be 
invited to participate in something that has a deep meaning and purpose 
(Carstedt 2011). Creating a vision for a sustainable municipality that helps 
fulfil people’s needs and is aligned with nature can be a meaningful 
experience for the community as described previously. 

                                                 
5 Linear approach: a response and quick fix (usually temporary) to an event or effect 
6 Where citizens influence the outcome of a governmental planning and decision making 
process (Sarkissian and Hofer 2009, p. 47). 
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1.7 Introduction to Framework for Strategic 
Sustainable Development 

As outlined above, the sustainability challenge of municipalities is 
complex; it involves a large number of people from all walks of life, in both 
their professional and private roles. Successfully solving the sustainability 
challenge demands a unifying strategic approach, which draws upon a solid 
definition of sustainability as well as tools to analyse and plan in the 
complex system that our society is. 

The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) unites 
scientifically rigid and peer-reviewed Sustainability Principles (SPs) with 
proven strategies and a framework suitable to address the sustainability 
challenges in complex systems (Waldron et al. 2008). 

The FSSD itself is based on a generic Five Level Framework (5LF), which 
is used to plan for success in complex systems. When the 5LF is applied to 
the system ‘Society in the Biosphere’, with the intent to lead the system 
towards sustainability, it is referred to as the FSSD (Waldron et al. 2008). 

The SPs allow for a solid definition of sustainability. They were first 
published in the mid 1990s and have been revised and improved 
continuously since then. The current scientifically agreed upon definition 
reads: 

“In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically 
increasing... 

1.     concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust; 
2.     concentrations of substances produced by society; 
3.     degradation by physical means. 

And, in that society... 
4. people are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine 

their capacity to meet their needs” (Ny et al. 2006, 64). 

The key strategic elements of the FSSD are backcasting from basic 
principles of success and screening actions for whether they lead towards 
success using three or more prioritization questions. The minimum 
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requirement for success is compliance with the four SPs, but additional 
custom principles of success can be incorporated (Waldron et al. 2008). 

Table 1.1. provides an overview of the 5LF and characteristics specific to 
the FSSD. 

Table 1.1. Generic Five Level Framework (5LF) and the Framework for 
Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) (based on Waldron et al. 2008). 

Level Generic Five Level Framework 
(5FL) 

Framework for 
Strategic Sustainable 
Development (FSSD) 

System The system within its boundaries and 
its basic functions, flows, laws, 
mechanisms, and feedback loops 
relevant to success. 

Society within the 
Biosphere and an overview 
of the sustainability 
challenge. 

Success A definition of success based on 
necessary, sufficient, general, 
concrete, and non-overlapping 
success principles. 

Compliance with the 
Sustainability Principles. 

Strategic Strategic guidelines that help to 
choose and prioritise actions to lead 
towards success within the given 
system. 

Backcasting from Success 
and the three prioritization 
questions. 

Actions Actions that follow the strategic 
guidelines to achieve success. 

Actions that help move 
society towards 
sustainability. 

Tools Tools that support the move of the 
given system towards success. This 
can include tools that help analyze 
the system, assess actions, or measure 
progress. 

Tools that support the 
move of society towards 
sustainability. 

1.8 The Conceptualization of This Thesis 

The original idea for this thesis was to perform a feasibility study of an 
Ideal Case outline for Strategic Integrated System Development (SISD) for 
sustainable planning in cities and nations, developed by The Natural Step 
(TNS) and the Royal Institute of Technology in Stockholm. Subsequently, 
this outline will be referred to as the Ideal Case for SISD. The document 
that describes the process has not yet been published and it is a work in 
progress. It provides an introduction to sustainable development and the 
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TNS methodology. It essentially describes an ideal way of implementing 
the TNS framework (also known as FSSD, see Section 1.7) in community 
planning and development, based on best practices observed by TNS. A 
summary of this outline can be found in Appendix K: Summary of the Ideal 
Case for SISD. 

The Ideal Case for SISD implicitly requires the involvement of the public, 
as well as cross-sector communication, co-operation, and collaboration. 
Bringing together people from different sectors as well as the general public 
to discuss challenges and collectively find solutions clearly is a key 
requirement for and the biggest challenge in achieving sustainability. The 
Ideal Case for SISD can be used in many different settings; to demonstrate 
the process, the respective document (see Appendix K) focuses on 
sustainable traffic planning and suggests workshops with relevant 
stakeholders. While it recommends a participatory and transparent process, 
it focuses chiefly on distinct stakeholders in the traffic sector and seemingly 
disregards broad engagement with the general public. However, as 
mentioned in the beginning, this broad engagement is implicit and key to 
obtaining participation both from the general public and the various sectors. 

As the authors of this thesis first came together, it was established that 
cities should be a place by the people and for the people. Although the 
municipal government is elected democratically, citizens generally have 
little impact on the day to day decisions made by the authorities. These 
political decisions can have significant impact on the life of local residents. 
At the same time, citizens themselves are a highly diverse group with a 
tremendous amount of skills and passion for their home. And as outlined 
above, human capital is the greatest potential for a city’s future 
development. Sustainability is a particularly large challenge for 
municipalities. In order to gain the citizens’ support rather than their 
resistance when moving towards sustainability, it is important to 
incorporate them in related planning and decision making processes. 

Subsequently, looking into community engagement and ways to foster 
bottom-up approaches, i.e. involving citizens in moving their community 
towards sustainability, was the starting point for the authors of the present 
thesis. Initial research revealed that bottom-up approaches and governance 
structures are often said to be necessary for moving towards sustainability, 
but how municipalities can tap into this potential, is rarely elaborated on 
(Roseland 2005). This sparked curiosity within the thesis team, who feel 
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that further research in this area can contribute to the body of knowledge, 
while examining a theme that is a mutual passion for each group member. 

Tying together the passions and interests of the authors with the Ideal Case 
for SISD, the group decided to expand on the process of public 
engagement7 from the viewpoint of municipalities. The goal is to find 
enablers for a participatory transition towards a sustainable community, as 
well as barriers to public engagement that slow down the process of moving 
towards sustainability, and to identify potential indicators for measuring 
engagement within municipalities. The results will feed into the outline of 
the SISD process to improve the aspect of public engagement. 

1.8.1 Research Question 

How can public engagement be developed in the Ideal Case outline for 
Strategic Integrated System Development? 

Sub-questions 

1. Where are enablers for municipalities to guide a participatory 
transition towards sustainability? 

2. What are barriers to achieve public engagement around 
sustainability? 

3. What are potential indicators to measure public engagement in 
municipalities? 

1.8.2 Scope and Limitations 

This thesis builds on the document outlining the Ideal Case for SISD 
(Appendix K: Summary of the Ideal Case for SISD). However, the main 
focus of the thesis is dedicated to exploring the interaction of the general 
public with the municipality and vice versa. Aspects such as cross sectoral 
communication and diverse stakeholder engagement also found in that 
outline are not the subject of further exploration in this thesis. All data are 
collected from the municipal organization or in the case of Whistler from a 

                                                 
7 The ways in which a government consults with its citizens for input in planning and 
decision making processes. 
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third party that manages public engagement initiatives on behalf of the 
municipality. Selection criteria for municipalities are outlined in Section 2.1 
page 13. 

1.8.3 The Authors’ Approach to Answering the 
Research Questions 

In this thesis the authors want to explore the research questions in an 
appreciative and a inquiring manner, which includes going beyond the 
positive to see what could make community engagement and participation 
successful. The interviews and surveys were also created in a way that 
people reflect on the work that has been done in the community from a 
positive and critical perspective. 

To appreciate is to value and recognise the best in people and the world that 
surrounds us, as well as affirm past and present strength, successes and 
potentials. Inquiry on the other hand means to explore and discover, to ask 
questions, to be open to seeing new potential and new possibilities that 
brings along a powerful learning approach and a great way of opportunity 
seeking. Those two aspects combined focus on what gives energy and life 
(Cooperrider, Whitney, and Stavros 2008). Therefore not only positive 
aspects are important, but as Rogers and Fraser point out, one should also 
look at things that are challenging, which can help to solve complex 
problems (Rogers and Fraser 2003). 

While Appreciative Inquiry (AI) has been controversially discussed and 
criticised for not producing lasting change (Bushe and Kassam 2005), it is 
not the intention of the authors to use AI as an organizational change 
method for municipalities, but more generally to use an appreciative and 
inquiring way to approach their thesis. 



13 

 

2 Methods 

2.1 Selection Criteria for this Study 

The aim of this thesis is to develop the element of public participation in 
the Ideal Case for SISD. Here, the logic is to gather much information on a 
handful of cases. The purpose is not to test the process proposed by the 
Ideal Case for SISD. If this were the case, the logic would be reversed, i.e. 
it would make sense to collect less information on a large amount of cases 
(Esaiasson 2002). However, the results from this study may indicate the 
usefulness of the Ideal Case for SISD for public participation (see 
description of the TNS group in section 2.2). Hence, it is not necessary to 
make a clear distinction between testing a theory as opposed to developing 
it (Esaiasson 2002). 

In order to develop the Ideal Case for SISD, municipalities were selected 
that are likely to have incorporated participatory practices in their planning 
and development and thus offer good potential for studying participatory 
approaches of moving cities towards sustainability. However, the selection 
criteria were also designed to include an indirect method of difference 
(Esaiasson 2002), in other words, a group of municipalities are included in 
this study that differ from the others. Three groups included in this study 
should have potential for a progressive governance approach towards public 
participation; a fourth group was included with the intention to uncover 
potential challenges and approaches that otherwise might have gone 
unnoticed. The different groups of municipalities are presented in more 
depth in section 2.2. 

The Ideal Case for SISD uses an approach that should be applicable to any 
municipality that wants to move towards sustainability. Therefore, the 
authors have chosen to include a wide range of municipalities. Those 
included in this study are located in Western countries in North America 
and Europe. The population in these municipalities range from 5210 in 
Jokkmokk, Sweden (SCB 2009) to a population of 603 502 in Vancouver, 
Canada (Statistics Canada 2012). 

The purpose of casting the net wide is deliberate; when aiming for 
municipalities of a determined population size there is a risk that the results 
might not be general enough to be able to feed into the Ideal Case for SISD. 
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The desired result of this study – a developed Ideal Case for SISD – should 
be of value in any municipality that pursues a participatory approach. 

2.2 Groups of Interviewed Municipalities 

In order to develop elements of public participation in the Ideal Case for 
SISD, municipalities were chosen that hold a potential for progressive 
practices and experience in the field of public participation. In total there 
are four groups of municipalities in this study; 

i) Municipalities that have worked with The Natural Step (TNS) 
framework. TNS is a not-for-profit organization that has been working with 
businesses, municipalities and organisations that aspire to move towards 
sustainability (The Natural Step 2012). TNS utilises the same framework 
(FSSD) as described in this thesis in section 1.7 on page 8. At the heart of 
this approach lie the four Sustainability Principles, backcasting, systems 
thinking and a shared common language (The Natural Step 2012). 

The Ideal Case for SISD builds on this framework; therefore, some 
municipalities included in this study may have employed elements of the 
process outlined in the Ideal Case for SISD. If so, their experience may 
reveal the usefulness of this model. In that event the thesis group would 
have indirectly tested the Ideal Case for SISD for public engagement. 

ii) Municipalities who are members of Swedish Ecomunicipalities 
(SEKOM). This non-profit organization emerged in the beginning of the 
1980s due to an increasing municipal demand for help and support in 
moving towards sustainable societal development. Currently, 83 of 
Sweden’s 290 municipalities are voluntary members of this organization 
(SEKOM 2012). In SEKOM, the members commit to incorporating the 
Sustainability Principles as described in the FSSD in all planning and 
decision making processes that take place in the municipality (SEKOM 
2012). In addition, city councils in Swedish municipalities are also required 
by national law to take citizen input into account. (Höglund 2003). 
However, the extent of actual interaction between the general public and 
the municipalities naturally differ. Since members of SEKOM are taking 
sustainability issues seriously, the thesis group found this group to be of 
interest. 
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iii) Municipalities that have signed the Aalborg Commitments. The 
commitments are referred to as a “useful tool for local governments to 
address the challenges of sustainable development” (Jensen n.d.). They 
were outlined to raise awareness and to help address the challenges of 
sustainability in an integrated way. Furthermore, the commitments are 
designed as a practical and flexible tool for local actions (City of Aalborg 
2005b). One specific focus area is governance, which says that the local 
government works “to build participation and sustainable development 
capacity in the local community and municipal administration” (City of 
Aalborg 2005a). 

iv) Municipalities that work towards sustainability without publicizing the 
use of a specific framework or concept. This heterogenic mixed group was 
included to not miss out on additional enablers, barriers or indicators for 
public engagement. The selected municipalities either had an outstanding 
reputation for their sustainability initiatives or the authors had personal 
connections to members of the municipality. 

A complete list of the municipalities included in this study can be found in 
Appendix B: List of Municipalities. 

2.3 Research Design 

The research design is structured in five main phases as outlined below. 

2.3.1 Literature Search and Review 

In the initial phase of this thesis, the authors performed a broad literature 
search to gain an overview of various fields relevant to the envisioned 
research topic. Multiple sources were considered and included, ranging 
from books, peer-reviewed publications, reports available online, to 
previous Master’s in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability (MSLS) 
theses and information published on websites. As the research area became 
clearer, the authors maintained an iterative literature review process, during 
which each author specialised in a relevant field. 
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2.3.2 External Expert Interviews 

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the challenges and possibilities 
that lie in public engagement and participation in municipalities, the authors 
consulted five external experts. All of them had extensive knowledge in the 
field of public participation from working for or with municipalities in 
different positions and different parts of the world. Four of the external 
experts have a background in the non-governmental organization The 
Natural Step, whereas one of them is also a founder of SEKOM - Swedish 
Ecomunicipalities. One expert is a fellow of the Australian Institute of 
Planning, and also regarded as an engaging and thought provoking speaker 
and author of several books on community engagement. A more elaborate 
biography of each external expert and the interview design can be found in 
Appendix A: Expert Biographies and Appendix C: Expert Interview 
Questions, respectively. 

To introduce the experts to the thesis topic, the authors shared the document 
outlining the Ideal Case for SISD (see Appendix K: Summary of the Ideal 
Case for SISD) and a short summary of the topic (Appendix C: Expert 
Interview Questions) before the interview. In addition, the interview 
questions were sent to the interviewee a few days before the interview took 
place. This enabled the external experts to prepare for the interview and 
efficiently use the allocated time of approximately 60 minutes. All external 
experts were interviewed online using Skype. The interviews were 
conducted in English with all members of the thesis team present. The 
purpose of this procedure was to ensure reliability when collecting data 
from the interviewees. The interviews revolved around four key questions 
that were roughly the same for all external experts. Questions were 
customised to the specific position and experience of the respective 
interviewee. Questions were intentionally few and broad, to allow for an 
extensive discussion around each topic. The external experts got to 
elaborate on the topic of public participation from their point of view. 
Furthermore, the input from the experts helped the authors to design the 
interview questions for the municipalities by providing an overview of the 
possibilities and challenges that municipalities are facing when utilising 
participatory approaches. 
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2.3.3 Municipal Interviews 

The authors of this thesis consulted 17 municipalities to research the topic 
of public participation. To study the impact of public engagement for a 
municipality’s move towards sustainability, the authors selected interview 
partners working within the municipality in a position relevant to this topic. 
This included sustainability officers, managers of sustainable development, 
and managers of public engagement. One exception was the city of 
Whistler, which has turned its sustainability team into a non-profit 
organization. The Whistler Centre for Sustainability manages Whistler 
2020 for the municipality and also consults other communities. Before the 
sustainability department was outsourced, the interview partner worked 
within the municipality on the Whistler 2020 project. 

Interviews are a helpful method of collecting data when approaching topics 
that are complex and that may require elaborate answers from the 
interviewees. An introduction to the thesis as well as the interview 
questions were shared in advance to give the interviewees the opportunity 
to prepare for the call. As with the external experts, all municipalities were 
interviewed online using Skype. All interviews were conducted in English 
with all members of the thesis team present. There was one exception to 
this due to the request of the municipal contact in Kaiserslautern, Germany; 
this interview was conducted in German with the two German speaking 
members of the thesis team present and interview notes were subsequently 
translated into English. Generally, the interviews consisted of 20 questions 
whereas the first two questions were designed to warm up the conversation 
and the last two questions to wrap up the interview. Questions were 
designed by the thesis team to allow interviewees to share their experience, 
i.e. to tell a story, rather than asking them directly about enablers or 
barriers. The reasoning behind this indirect approach was to hear what they 
have done rather than what they would like to do. In addition, all interview 
questions were scrutinised by fellow students and supervisors before being 
used. The design of the interview can be seen in Appendix E: Municipality 
Interview Questions. Furthermore, follow-up questions were posed where 
deemed necessary; e.g. when further clarification was needed or when the 
interviewee went off topic. The interview questions were designed to last 
between 45 and 60 minutes. 
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2.3.4 Surveys 

As the authors reached the end of each interview, the interviewees were 
asked whether or not they could recommend an additional municipal 
contact with insights on public engagement who could participate in the 
survey to add another perspective. These contacts ranged from spatial 
planners and project managers within the municipality, to external third 
parties who supported the municipality in their public engagement 
initiatives. All interviewees agreed to share the survey with these 
colleagues and subsequently forwarded the survey to them. 

The survey was designed to complement the qualitative data collected via 
interviews with quantifiable information. To use surveys as an additional 
method of data collection helped to screen for potential bias; if the collected 
data from the survey respondent differed noticeably from the data collected 
through the interviewee, there were reasons to suspect bias and question the 
validity of the specific municipality where this bias occurred. Although 
more of a quantitative method of data collection, the survey also increased 
the scientific reliability by adding another source and channel of 
information. 

To further reduce potential bias and increase the likelihood of receiving 
honest answers, the thesis group decided to design the survey in a way that 
participants could choose to remain anonymous, yet allowing the authors of 
this thesis to link the surveys back to the respective cities. This helped to 
make results from interviews and surveys comparable, and discover 
additional patterns or uncover potential bias. 

Moreover, the intention of the survey was to focus on patterns uncovered 
during interviews and receive quantitative results that could be compared 
between different cities to some extent. The thesis group used the open 
source survey application LimeSurvey (LimeSurvey 2012). The tool was 
set up on private server space to host the survey and collect results. The 
design of the survey can be seen in Appendix H: Survey. 

2.3.5 Data Analysis 

The data analysis can be outlined in five stages; i) after receiving feedback 
from the external experts on public engagement and participation, the thesis 
team summarised the interviews and drew out the uncovered concepts 
along with the relevant information that fed back into the research 
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questions. This was done by analyzing each and every interview separately 
to identify overarching challenges and possibilities that municipalities face 
when engaging with the public. Additionally, the external expert interviews 
informed the success level of the FSSD, i.e. the authors’ definition of a 
successful municipality. ii) In order to identify any possible trends or 
patterns, the collected data from the external experts and municipalities 
were mapped out in a matrix to get an overview and to compare the 
findings as a whole. All enablers, barriers and indicators that were found in 
the interviews were mapped out and checked to get a bird’s-eye view. 
Additionally, the results from this matrix informed the survey questions. iii) 
Statistical data were drawn from the surveys and double checked with the 
findings from the initial municipal interviews to ensure reliability. This was 
done to screen for any possible inconsistencies or bias in the collected data. 
iv) To put key findings into the context of Strategic Sustainable 
Development, the results were then fed into the FSSD as previously 
introduced. v) Additionally, to take the results a step further and to gain a 
better overview, the enablers, were categorised into phases of engagement. 
This led the authors to developing an engagement tool for municipalities.  
vi) Finally, the key findings were put into context of the Ideal Case for 
SISD, where the thesis group identified ways of developing the process 
outline in terms of public engagement and participation. 

2.4 Conceptual Framework 

As the thesis team are Master’s students of Strategic Leadership towards 
Sustainability, this topic was explored through the lens of the FSSD, which 
has been previously introduced (see section 1.7 on page 8). This allows the 
results of this thesis to be fed into the FSSD and put into the context of 
Strategic Sustainable Development. 
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3 Results 

Interviews with five external experts gave the thesis group a broad 
overview of public engagement and participation in municipalities from a 
third party perspective. Subsequently, the thesis group conducted 
interviews with 17 municipalities from across Europe and North America. 
When evaluating the expert (Appendix C: Expert Interview Questions) and 
municipal interviews (Appendix E: Municipality Interview Questions), the 
thesis group extracted key themes based on the sub-research questions, i.e. 
enablers for a participatory transition, barriers for public engagement, and 
indicators for public engagement. For a definition of what each enabler and 
barrier stands for, see Appendix G: Glossary of Enablers, Barriers and 
Indicators. To confirm and quantify the importance of the extracted themes, 
the interviewed municipalities were invited to submit a survey, which was 
completed by 25 municipal employees from 15 of the 17 municipalities. 
The disposition of the results is primarily based according to order of the 
underlying research questions 1, 2 and 3. Survey data is presented where it 
can add depth to results that originated from the interviews. Subsequently, 
an informed FSSD is presented based on the results from the interviews and 
surveys. The last Section of the results, 3.5.1 on page 41, presents the 
external experts view on the Ideal Case for SISD. 

3.1 Enablers for Municipalities to Guide a 
Participatory Transition Towards 
Sustainability 

3.1.1 Enablers from Interviews with External Experts  

The expert interviews (see Table 3.1.) revealed 17 potential enablers, all of 
which were subsequently confirmed in the municipal interviews (see Table 
3.2., page 23). The table summarises all enablers that were extracted from 
this study. All quotes relating to a specific enabler were captured as 
comments in the comprehensive interview evaluation spreadsheet 
(Appendix D: Data from Expert Interviews, does not contain comments due 
to technical limitations). Expert quotes for the most prominent enablers are 
summarised below. 
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Table 3.1. Enablers from expert interviews 

Enablers # % (cont.) # % 

Public ownership 3 60    
Form of interaction 3 60 Third party support 1 20 
Invite the public to 
something meaningful 3 60 Personal dedication 1 20 

Internal capacity 3 60 Make community input 
trackable 1 20 

Identifying community 
 leaders 3 60 Financial resources 1 20 

Mental approach 3 60 External capacity 1 20 
Meeting space 2 40 Clear goal and vision 1 20 
Identifying internal 
municipal leaders 2 40 Bring sustainability to a 

local level 1 20 

External communication 2 40 Action 1 20 

Table 3.1. lists the enablers mentioned during interviews with external 
experts. They are sorted by frequency mentioned, as indicated in # (number 
of times mentioned) and % (percentage). See Appendix D: Data from 
Expert Interviews for raw data and reference. 

The key themes identified during interviews with external experts covered a 
broad spectrum, touching on communication, leadership, and resources. 
Three experts talked about public ownership. They stressed how everyone 
should be invited to projects from day one (Lahti 2012), that engagement 
initiatives should serve to build trust among everyone involved, without 
anyone controlling the process (Waldron 2012) and leaders should be there 
to support and guide the plan and not affect the outcome (Purcell 2012). 

The experts also highlighted leadership, as captured in the enablers 
identifying community leaders and identifying internal municipal leaders. 
They noted that champions or role models within the community 
(Sarkissian 2012) as well as strong leadership personalities within the 
municipal government can help fuel the process (Miller 2012). 

A strong enabler identified during interviews with the external experts was 
inviting the public to something meaningful, which is closely related to the 
mental approach. In the words of the experts this meant finding out what 
people care about to make the invitation meaningful (Waldron 2012) and 
relevant (Purcell 2012) and engage with people in conversations that have 
meaning (Miller 2012). The mental approach more specifically addresses 
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the general mindset, i.e. being culturally appropriate and sensitive, 
respecting how things are done in people's culture or community 
(Sarkissian 2012). 

Two additional enablers that connect to the previous two are form of 
interaction and meeting space, i.e. selecting good processes and the right 
locations to interact with people. In the expert interviews this came up as 
inviting people to something that isn't an official process, i.e. informal 
gatherings rather than meetings (Waldron 2012), holding workshops in 
appropriate ways for different target groups (Purcell 2012), as well as going 
to where people spend their time (Miller 2012) and have conversations in a 
pleasant surrounding (Waldron 2012). 

Finally, communicating sustainability-related topics and engaging with 
people requires a thorough understanding of the subjects as well as a certain 
skill level, i.e. internal capacity. Before engaging with the public, it is 
important to build this capacity on the municipal level (Miller 2012), to 
educate municipal employees and the council (Sarkissian 2012) and also to 
build bridges between departments to ensure horizontal integration (Lahti 
2012). 

The municipal interviews revealed a total of 27 enablers (Table 3.2.), 17 of 
which had been previously identified in the expert interviews (Table 3.1). 
Quotes relating to each enabler were collected from over 17 hours of 
municipal interviews. Below is a selection and summary of what the thesis 
group considered key for the discussion. 
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3.1.2 Enablers from Interviews with Municipalities 

Table 3.2. Enablers from municipal interviews 

Table 3.2. lists the enablers mentioned during interviews with 
municipalities. They are sorted by frequency mentioned, as indicated in # 
(number of times mentioned) and % (percentage). See Appendix F: Data 
from Municipality Interviews for raw data and references. 

A key enabler for municipalities is political support. With the exception of 
one municipality that did not mention this point (Municipality 9, 2012), all 
municipalities spoke about support from the mayor or other political leaders 
being very important for the success of sustainability related projects, 
particularly if they are participatory. Politicians are able to provide 
resources (Municipality 7 2012) and they have to decide to implement what 
citizens request (Municipality 12 2012). One municipality noted that most 

Enablers # % (cont.) # % 

Form of interaction 16 94    
Political support 16 94 Internal capacity 8 47 

Meeting space 15 88 External communication 7 41 

Clear goals and vision 14 82 Networking 7 41 

Financial resources 14 82 Bring sustainability to a 
local level 7 41 

External capacity 12 71 Early involvement 7 41 
Acknowledging the need for 
collaborating with the public 12 71 Engagement in small 

groups 6 35 

Informing and/or educating 
citizens 12 71 Recognizing and capturing 

community efforts 6 35 

Staff resources 11 65 Clarity about process 6 35 

Public ownership 11 65 Make community input 
trackable 4 24 

Invite the public to something 
meaningful 10 59 Identifying internal 

municipal leaders 4 24 

Third party support 9 53 Action 3 18 

Mental approach 8 47 Identifying community 
leaders 3 18 

Personal dedication 8 47 Municipality as role model 3 18 
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environmental issues demand brave politicians, who have courage and 
willingness to produce change (Municipality 11 2012). 

The political support is clearly related to financial and staff resources. The 
availability of resources is a prerequisite for engagement processes such as 
events and workshops or for building internal capacity by obtaining third 
party support, i.e. hiring consultants or trainers (Municipality 16 2012). 
Moreover, if staff hours are dedicated to sustainability and/or public 
engagement, projects will move forward (Municipality 8 2012). 

Another point that came up very often during municipal interviews was the 
form of interaction. Comments on this enabler mainly spoke to the way 
engagement initiatives are structured and who they address, e.g. open 
dialogue rather than checklists with pre-defined answers (Municipality 2, 
2012), working with youth (Municipality 6 2012), talking with people face 
to face (Municipality 7 2012), round table discussions (Municipality 13 
2012) and story telling (Municipality 17 2012). 

The form of interaction is closely related to meeting space, which includes 
physical as well as virtual spaces. Examples are existing events such as 
festivals (Municipality 1 2012), meetings in different neighbourhoods 
(Municipality 2 2012), online forums and websites (e.g. Municipality 17 
2012) or engaging with people where they spend time, e.g. while 
commuting (Municipality 16 2012). 

Most comments for clear goals and vision touched upon having a 
community vision or a sustainability plan with objectives and goals to 
achieve. This is key for gaining a shared understanding and moving in a 
common direction (Municipality 3 2012). 

Many municipalities saw value in building external capacity, for example 
by informing and/or educating citizens. This requires suitable external 
communication, i.e. effective ways and channels to get information out to 
the people. More important than the channel is the message. Municipalities 
noted the necessity not only to invite people to something meaningful, i.e. 
something they already care about, but also to bring sustainability to a local 
level, that is show people how the sustainability challenge is relevant for 
them and how it relates to their everyday life. One way this was expressed 
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was to communicate to people why they should care, talk about their home 
and space by using blue sky thinking18(Municipality 17 2012). Another 
municipality described that once people saw what sustainability meant and 
what the practical application was, then they were much happier to put in 
resources (Municipality 7 2012), for example time and effort. 

Moreover, acknowledging the need for collaborating with the public, i.e. 
understanding that the municipality cannot do it [move towards 
sustainability] by itself (Municipality 1 2012), taking advantage of the 
citizens’ skills and knowledge (external capacity) and have them take on 
challenges (Municipality 2 2012), as well as recognizing and capturing 
community efforts to harvest energy that is already there (Municipality 1 
2012) were enablers some municipalities noted to be essential. These 
enablers are closely related to public ownership. One municipality noted it 
was hard to get things done if people lacked a sense of ownership of an 
issue, this in turn could result in resistance (Municipality 15 2012), for 
example in cooperating in projects related to planning and decision making. 

Taken together, several of the above notions are best summarised in the 
following quote: 

“It’s almost not possible to work towards sustainability without 
participation of the public, target groups, and stakeholders. Sustainability 
is something everybody has to live every day. It's about changing 
behaviour. To change behaviour, you have to inform them, communicate, 
offer trainings, education...” (Municipality 8 2012). 

                                                 

1 Thinking that is not grounded or in touch in the realities of the present. 
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3.1.3 Importance of Enablers as Rated by 
Municipalities in Surveys 

 

1. Using various channels 
to communicate° 

2. Dedicated people° 
3. Staff resources°  
4. Support from the city 

council°  
5. Financial resources° 
6. Approachable 

municipality° 
7. Recognizing and 

capturing community 
efforts° 

8. Early involvement°  
9. Identifying community 

groups°  
10. Internal staff support°  
11. Make sustainability 

personal°  
12. Need for collaborating 

with the general public°  
13. Strong leadership on 

municipal level° 
14. Clear goals and vision° 

15. Engagement in small 
groups°  

16.  Public ownership°  
17.  Third party support°  
18.  Informing and/or 

educating citizens°  
19.  Educating municipal 

workers/council°  
20. Make community 

input trackable° 

 
 

(°) Item renamed. For original wording in the survey see Appendix H: Survey. 

Figure 3.1. Ratings of enablers in survey 

Figure 3.1. illustrates enablers that had been uncovered during the interview 
decoding at the time the survey was designed. Municipal employees could 
rate enablers from 1 (not important) to 4 (very important) while filling in 
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the survey. Since not all enablers apply to all municipalities, there was the 
option not to select and rate single enablers. The X-axis shows the 
percentage (%) of municipalities that rated the particular enabler. All 
enablers presented in the survey were rated by more than 50% of the 
municipalities. The Y-axis shows the importance of the enabler according 
to the participants’ rating. The further to the right the more participants 
rated the item and the further to the top the more important the enabler was 
considered on average. Therefore, enablers in the upper right corner are 
collectively considered most important by the municipalities in this study. 

3.1.4 Consistency of Enablers 

Figure 3.2. on page 28 and Figure 3.4. at page 34 show the consistency 
between the data collected during the interview and the data collected with 
the survey. To allow a comparison, the survey questions were connected to 
the themes that came up during the interviews. Due to time constraints, the 
survey was created after ten out of 22 interviews were decoded. Therefore 
new themes that came up later could not be tested and are thus not shown. 

For each theme the data from the surveys and interviews were cross-
checked. If an answer from the survey differed from the respective answer 
in the interview, the theme was considered “inconsistent”. The consistency 
between survey and interview answers revealed bias and misunderstandings 
on the side of the thesis group (for further discussion see section 4.4.1 
Challenges and Bias of Decoding Data on page 46). 

The lower grey parts of the columns in Figure 3.2. illustrate the percentage 
(%) of municipalities where the enablers in interview and survey was 
mentioned (constant). The upper white part shows the percentage of 
municipalities that had inconsistent answers in the survey. 
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°Acknowlodging the need for collaborating with the general public 

Figure 3.2. Consistency between interview and survey answers 

Figure 3.2. shows low consistency for some enablers, especially identifying 
internal municipal leaders (47%), early involvement (47%), personal 
dedication (53%), internal capacity (53%) and recognizing and harvesting 
community efforts (53%). The remaining enablers showed comparable 
results in interviews and surveys (60% or more). 

3.2 Barriers to Achieving Public Engagement 
Around Sustainability 

3.2.1 Barriers from Interviews with External Experts  

As with the enablers, the barriers below are presented, starting with the 
external experts, followed by what was uncovered during the municipal 
interviews.  
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Table 3.3. Barriers from expert interviews 

Barriers # % (cont.) # % 

Financial resources 4 80    
External communication 3 60 Lack of awareness 1 20 

Internal capacity 3 60 Information saturation / 
overload 1 20 

Internal communication 1 20 Timing 1 20 

Having the result upfront 1 20 Underestimating the 
capability of general public 1 20 

Meeting location 1 20 Municipal mindset of 
responsibilities 1 20 

Table 3.3. lists the barriers mentioned during interviews with external 
experts. They are sorted by frequency mentioned, as indicated in # (number 
of times mentioned) and % (percentage). See Appendix D: Data from 
Expert Interviews for raw data and reference. 

When summarizing the input from the external experts, the authors could 
extract eleven barriers that municipalities face in public engagement and 
participation. Three of those that were most frequently mentioned among 
the external experts will be elaborated on. A barrier that turned out to be 
key was financial resources. A lack of resources was described as going 
hand in hand with lack of priority (Lahti 2012). Furthermore, it was 
mentioned that an engagement process needed funding in order to proceed 
until it is completed (Sarkissian 2012), a lack of financial resources could 
terminate the process before it has come to an end. 

External communication as a barrier came up for three out of five of the 
external experts, all of which had a unique angle to their input. First of all, 
“polished communication” originating from professional communicators 
could act as a barrier, a “raw dialogue-based communication” may be more 
effective, potentially giving people the sense that their input was actually 
taken into account (Waldron 2012). Secondly, it was highlighted that a 
municipality should communicate to the heart, not only to the mind. 
Communicating only numbers and facts would not get people excited about 
participation (Sarkissian 2012). Thirdly, it was stated that it was crucial to 
use several channels to communicate with the general public; when 
utilising few ways of reaching out to people you would get the same crowd 
as usual (Miller 2012). 
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The lack of internal capacity, or internal “know-how” was also key to the 
external experts; three out of five pointed to this barrier. They stated that 
there needed to be knowledge within the municipal organization of how to 
create a common vision together with the people (Miller 2012). 
Additionally, the know-how of how to deal with a diverse group of people 
in engagement processes was mentioned as being essential (Lahti 2012), 
and also required coordination skills for managing different societal groups. 
When this skill was lacking in the municipal organization citizen 
engagement would be very difficult (Lahti 2012). 

3.2.2 Barriers from Interviews with Municipalities 

Table 3.4. Barriers from municipal interviews 

Table 3.4. lists the barriers mentioned during interviews with 
municipalities. They are sorted by frequency mentioned, as indicated in # 
(number of times mentioned) and % (percentage). See Appendix F: Data 
from Municipality Interviews for raw data and reference. 

The municipal interviews confirmed nine of the barriers that were brought 
up by the external experts and revealed eight additional barriers that were 
not explicitly mentioned by them. The barriers that were added by the 
municipalities are the main focus of attention in this section. 

Lack of staff resources such as not having enough employees or time to 
engage with the general public was frequently mentioned. Furthermore, this 

Barriers # % (cont.) # % 

Staff resources 12 71    

External communication 12 71 People’s mindset of 
responsibilities 5 29 

Lack of awareness 11 65 Timing 5 29 

Financial resources 9 53 Municipal engagement 
responsibilities 4 24 

People content with current 
situation 8 47 Underestimating the capability 

of general public 3 18 

Little knowledge of 
municipal/political work 8 47 Lack of trust 3 18 

No implementations from 
engagement initiatives 7 41 Information saturation / overload 3 18 

Internal capacity 6 35 Having the result upfront 3 18 
Interest groups 6 35 Internal communication 1 6 
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barrier is closely related to financial resources and internal capacity, both 
of which were considered key by the municipal experts. 

A barrier that resonated with almost half of the municipalities was people 
content with the current situation, meaning that there was a lack of 
participation due to citizens feeling that things were good the way they 
currently are. As an example, it was expressed that people had a tendency 
to get engaged about issues that they were unhappy with, as opposed to the 
other way around (Municipality 10 2012). This barrier may also relate to 
the barrier of having little knowledge of municipal/political work; the 
probability of engaging citizens seemed to be very low if the citizens were 
not aware of what is going on or how they could influence municipal 
planning and decision making processes (Municipality 10 2012). 

The municipalities revealed an additional barrier related to implementation 
of citizens’ input; seven of the 17 interviewees mentioned that bad 
engagement processes which do not result in implementation of proposed 
actions can discourage citizens from participating in future planning and 
decision making processes. When implementation from engagement 
initiatives was lacking, it resulted in the general public feeling 
disappointed, which may cause distrust (Municipality 13 2012). In relation 
to that, lack of trust was also brought up as a distinct barrier. People were 
said to feel distrust in politicians and local governments due to bad 
experiences in the past. Citizens may also be suspicious of municipalities 
having agendas, i.e. having the result up front (Municipality 17 2012). 
Furthermore, a reverse logic was brought up as a barrier; certain interest 
groups may have a disturbing effect in participatory processes due to them 
“hijacking” the process, steering it into a direction that is not in the interest 
of the community as a whole (Municipality 17 2012). 

Responsibilities as barriers came up in the interviews, both among the 
general public and the municipal organization. The former referred to 
mindset of the public, such as thinking that participating in sustainability 
related issues was not their responsibility. A NIMBY-attitude (not in my 
backyard) was mentioned among the municipalities that pointed to this 
barrier (Municipality 1 2012, Municipality 6 2012, Municipality 14 2012). 
One municipality also stated that people tended to think it was not their 
responsibility to move towards sustainability by collaborating, it was the 
duty of the municipality (Municipality 1 2012). On the other hand, the 
interviews revealed that a similar attitude could exist among the municipal 
employees; some only wanted to do the bare minimum, others were not 
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motivated to alter the way they had been carrying out their work, public 
engagement did not seem to be on their radar (Municipality 16 2012). 
Another comment showed that responsibilities may be clear among 
employees and they may want to engage in sustainability related issues, but 
it was not in their official job description (Municipality 15 2012). 

3.2.3 Importance of Barriers as Rated by 
Municipalities in Surveys 

 

1. Lack of staff time° 
2. Lack of staff skills° 
3. Lack of financial°  
 resources 
4. People's time° 
5. External 
 communication° 
6. People content with 

current situation° 

7. Knowledge about 
municipal work°  

8. No implementation of 
citizens' suggestions°  

9. Interest groups° 
10. Timing° 
11. Internal 

communication° 
 

12. Lack of third-party 
support° 

13. Municipal engagement 
responsibilities° 

14. Indifference° 
15. Staff not keen on 

changing interaction° 
 

 

(°) Item renamed. For original wording in the survey see Appendix H: Survey. 
 

Figure 3.3. Ratings of barriers in survey 
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Figure 3.3. illustrates barriers that had been uncovered during the interview 
decoding at the time the survey was designed. Municipal employees could 
rate barriers from 1 (not important) to 4 (very important). In case barriers 
did not apply, there was the option not to select and rate single ones. The X-
axis shows the percentage (%) of municipalities that rated the particular 
barrier. All barriers were rated by more than 50% of the municipalities. The 
Y-axis shows the importance of the barrier according to the participant’s 
rating. The further to the right the more participants rated the item and the 
further to the top the more important the barrier was considered on average. 
Therefore, barriers in the upper right corner are collectively considered 
most important by the municipalities in this study. 

3.2.4 Consistency of Barriers 

Analogous to Section 3.1.4 on page 27 (Consistency of Enablers), Figure 
3.4. shows the consistency between interview and survey answers. The 
lower gray part of the column illustrates the percentage of municipalities 
where the barriers in interview and survey was mentioned (constant). The 
upper white part shows the percentage of municipalities that had 
inconsistent answers in the survey. 
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°No implementation form engagement initiatives 
 Figure 3.4. Consistency between interview and survey answers 

Figure 3.4. reveals low consistency on the following barriers: internal 
communication (47%), timing (53%) and no implementation from 
engagement initiatives (53%). All other barriers showed consistency of 
60% or more. 
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3.3 Potential Indicators to Measure Public 
Engagement in Municipalities 

Indicators were extracted as the interviews were analysed. The indicators 
are summarised in Table 3.5. They are measurable and can indicate whether 
a municipality is performing well in terms of public engagement. 

Table 3.5. Indicators 

3.4 Additional Survey Data 

In total the thesis team aimed for 34 surveys whereas 25 municipal 
employees filled in the online survey. One municipality contributed with 
three surveys, two municipalities did not come back with data at all. 

Indicators Definition 
Amount of different types of 
initiatives (Municipality 2 2012) 

Number of ways the municipality utilises to 
get input on a specific issue 

Variety of mechanisms for direct 
input with ideas and support from 
public (Municipality 1 2012) 

Amount of mechanisms in the municipal 
organization that collect and process direct 
input from the citizens 

Number of engagement initiatives per 
year (Municipality 1 2012) 

Number of participatory processes throughout 
the year 

Variety of people engaged (Sarkissian 
2012) 

Engagement set up to encourage diversity in 
participatory processes in terms of age, 
gender, ethnic background, social status etc. 

Frequency of iterations of municipal 
visioning process (Municipality 1 
2012) 

Frequency of revisiting the municipal vision 
to incorporate citizen input 

Time point of involvement (Lahti 
2012) 

At what point are citizens involved in 
planning and decision making processes  
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Figure 3.5. Received survey statistics 

Figure 3.5. shows the amount of returned surveys (dark grey) as part of the 
number of surveys expected (entire bar) for each group of interviewed 
municipalities. All SEKOM municipalities filled in at least two surveys, 
whereas the municipalities that signed the Aalborg commitments filled in 
one out of six expected surveys. For the mixed group merely one 
municipality returned a single survey, all others completed two surveys as 
expected. All TNS municipalities shared at least one survey; one shared 
three in total. This resulted in receiving an additional survey from this 
group which was not expected. 

3.4.1 Meeting spaces 

For this particular section in the survey, participants were asked where they 
hold meetings with the general public. The results are illustrated in Figure 
3.6. Meeting places marked with an asterisk (*) were added by the 
municipality and could not be chosen by other municipalities. All other 
options were presented by the thesis group. 
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Figure 3.6. Meeting places for public participation 

As shown in the figure above, all municipalities that submitted a survey 
hold meetings in city hall, 18 (72%) meet at schools, 16 (64%) in local 
neighbourhoods, 14 (56%) in clubs and associations among others. Some 
municipalities added meeting places like community centres, libraries, 
conference centre or events. 

3.4.2 Form of Interaction 

In survey question 4 the participants were asked how the citizens 
communicate with the municipality. Figure 3.7. illustrates the respective 
results. 
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Figure 3.7. Opportunities for citizens to communicate with the municipality 

In most municipalities citizens have the possibility to communicate with the 
municipality via telephone (24 out of 25 gave this answers) followed by 
writing letters and through social media (both 22 out of 25). 20 participants 
state that feedback is given directly in meetings or through workshops. 16 
and 13 municipal employees checked that there is the possibility to reach 
the municipality via online surveys respectively through online forums. 

3.5 The Informed FSSD 

To add value to the raw results outlined above, the authors of this thesis 
structured the data into the FSSD (see Table 3.6.). The purpose of this was 
to accommodate any municipality who strives to move towards 
sustainability utilizing a strategic, participatory and collaborative approach. 
The results have mainly informed three levels in the FSSD: Success, 
Strategic Guidelines and Tools. The uncovered data did not add any content 
to the Systems level; that level of the FSSD was predominantly informed 
by the literature review and input from external experts. Deciding upon 
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which actions to take is context specific, and the actions should be custom 
according to the municipality that is utilizing a participatory and 
collaborative approach. However, the interviews and the survey results 
delivered several enablers expressed as key which can be translated into 
single actions. Before the enablers can be transformed into actions by a 
specific municipality, they should be scrutinised by the informed strategic 
guidelines. 

Table 3.6. The informed FSSD 

FSSD for Public Engagement and Participation 

Systems 
At the systems level, a municipality is part of a greater whole. It is a 
locality with clear territorial boundaries in society within the biosphere. 
Even though the physical space of a municipality is determined, its 
environmental impact and repercussion cannot be limited within that 
space, since the flows of people, resources and commodities originate 
from other locations as well. A municipality is interconnected to other 
political levels, such as the regional level, the national and, in some 
cases, the intergovernmental level such as the European Union. The 
jurisdiction of a municipality is context specific, i.e. its responsibilities 
and realm of influence varies depending on national legislation. In 
regards to public engagement and participation, the system has 
limitations that hinder municipalities from engaging with the general 
public effectively, e.g. lack of participatory culture or lack of resources. 
Success 
Generally, a municipality can be considered successful when (i) all 
sectors within the municipality’s jurisdiction and all of its inhabitants 
operate in alignment with the four Sustainability Principles. A 
municipality that moves towards sustainability by engaging with the 
public and allowing them to participate will satisfy additional success 
criteria. In such a municipality (ii) citizen involvement is an integral 
part of any municipal project, which makes public engagement an 
ongoing process and results in (iii) multiple engagement initiatives per 
year. Moreover, (iv) citizens are involved from the very start in planning 
and decision making processes and (v) can influence the result 
significantly. (vi) The municipality consistently achieves high degrees 
of participation from citizens. To capture the input from citizens, there 
are (vii) mechanisms in place that allow the municipal organization to 
collect and process feedback and suggestions and (viii) promptly take 
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them into account and implement them in planning and decision making 
processes. Further success factors relate to diversity; (ix) the 
municipality utilises a comprehensive selection of channels and 
methods to gather input on topics, e.g. forums, dialogue groups or direct 
interaction with citizens. Finally, (x) feedback is received from a wide 
diversity of participants in regards to age, gender, ethnic background or 
social status. Additional criteria for success can be added to address 
different values and circumstances of a municipality. 
Strategic 

By defining success for a municipality, a reference point in the future 
has been laid out. Assessing the current reality and putting it in relation 
to the definition of success is essential to making strategic decisions 
leading in the right direction. This process is known as backcasting 
(Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). When choosing actions leading towards a 
vision of success, one asks a minimum of three prioritization questions, 
including: 
(i) will this action˟ bring the municipality closer to the definition of 
success 
  a) Does this action˟ help foster public engagement from a municipal 
perspective? 
  b) Does it increase opportunities for participation from a public 
perspective? 
(ii) will it avoid blind alleys, i.e. serve as a platform for future steps 
toward success 
(iii) generate return on investment (financial, social, ecological, cultural, 
political) for the continuation of the process 
To better address the particular challenges of municipalities highlighted 
in this thesis, the authors extended the basic prioritization questions with 
more specific guidelines that may foster and increase public 
participation through mindful engagement. General sub questions were 
added to prioritization question (i). To move strategically towards the 
vision of success, one should also ask the following prioritization 
questions: 
(iv) meaning: Does this action˟ connect to people’s values? 
(v) local: Does this action˟ put sustainability into people’s local context? 
(vi) engage: Does this action˟ help engage with people in a way that 
makes it easy for them to participate? 
˟action refers to engagement processes 
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Figure 3.8. Extended prioritisation questions 

The three additional prioritization questions are based on the enablers 
inviting the public to something meaningful, brining sustainability to a 
local level, and form of interaction. 
Actions 
The actions that support the efforts of municipalities to achieve their 
vision of success and global sustainability. They are very specific and 
need to be selected individually for each municipality. 
Tools 
The tools that will help move the municipality towards their vision of 
success and global sustainability, for example engagement techniques, 
ways to measure or monitor levels of participation and management 
approaches. This study revealed several indicators that could be 
developed into tools to measure progress towards success. Like actions, 
tools need to be selected based on the context and specific requirements 
of a municipality. 

3.5.1 External Expert Opinion on the Ideal Case for 
SISD 

During the interviews with the external experts, the thesis group asked what 
they felt was lacking in the SISD process outline. 

Essentially all experts expressed some level of caution regarding the 
outline, saying it was very technical (Sarkissian 2012), a process from a 
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planner’s point of view (Waldron 2012), and that it provided a high level 
perspective (Miller 2012). Mike Purcell commented that it was not very 
understandable and not a way to engage people in the community (Purcell 
2012). Wendy Sarkissian said that sustainability would not happen if it only 
spoke to the intellectual level, and that it also needed to involve the heart, 
i.e. speak to the individual on an emotional level (Sarkissian 2012). 

Three external experts voiced concern around who drafts the vision. Wendy 
Sarkissian saw this as a massive problem and stressed that the vision must 
come deep from the heart. She also noted that the Ideal Case for SISD 
lacked passion, space for creativity, and asked whether children would have 
an influence, as they have a very unique perspective. Furthermore, she 
wondered what would happen if people’s values did not match with the 
values of the planners who created the vision (Sarkissian 2012). 

On the topic of invitations, Torbjörn Lahti noted that the invitation to 
participate should go to everyone. He thought the division into stakeholders 
was an issue. Furthermore, he emphasised that people could only own the 
process if they were invited before any decisions were made (Lahti 2012). 
David Waldron elaborated on how to invite, saying people should be 
invited to something they care about, not a strategic planning process 
(Waldron 2012). 

Torbjörn Lahti stressed the “dynamo role” of the municipality, as in them 
helping to coordinate all stakeholders and leading from beside (Lahti 2012). 
David Waldron suggested turning the Ideal Case for SISD inside out. He 
emphasised that the framework was the people and since it was a trust 
building process within a network of people, one had to start with the 
people, then look at the planning tools. In his eyes, the Ideal Case for SISD 
is such a planning tool, which should support, rather than control the 
process. He proposed that this would unleash energy, especially when 
leaders expressed that they care about what people think. He concluded 
with “we are here to increase happiness” (Waldron 2012). Wendy 
Sarkissian best expressed the notion that the Ideal Case for SISD is a tool 
embedded in something bigger by making the analogy to a quote of Martin 
Luther King. In his famous speech, King said “I have a dream” (King 
1963). He did not say “I have a strategic plan” (Sarkissian 2012). 
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4 Discussion 

4.1 General Reflections 

4.1.1 Impressions of Municipal Performance 

This study focused on groups of municipalities that had a high probability 
of incorporating progressive participatory approaches in sustainability 
related issues. Even though not an explicit research question, the authors 
were surprised at how governance had been approached by the different 
groups. The interviews gave the authors an overarching idea of how the 
municipalities were performing in terms of public engagement and 
participation. Surprisingly, the signatories of the Aalborg Commitments - 
which have governance requirements explicitly written in the commitments 
- did not seem to do very well in comparison to the impression given by 
other municipalities. An interesting contrast to that; two of the most 
inspiring municipalities were to be found in the mixed group, i.e. 
municipalities that are not publicizing the use of a specific framework or 
concept for public engagement and participation. Additionally, North 
American municipalities from the TNS and mixed group provided the 
thesis team with many inspiring insights on public engagement and 
participation that seemed more progressive than their European 
counterparts. Fortunately, the North American municipalities then 
contributed with the majority of the data collected through surveys, which 
was pleasing to the thesis group, due to the many successful examples that 
were heard during the interview phase. 

4.1.2 Establishing the Connection 

In the early stage of this study, connections were established to develop the 
Ideal Case for SISD by interviewing external experts and municipalities. In 
regards to the former, seven external experts were contacted and five 
eventually shared their expert opinions with the team. As for the 
municipalities, the aim was to get three municipalities per group (TNS, 
SEKOM, signers of the Aalborg commitments and mixed group), i.e. a total 
of twelve to participate; in the end, there were 17 municipalities who were 
keen to share their insights and experiences. 
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When establishing the connection, the thesis team received varying 
responses; one municipality instantly forwarded the team to a Public 
Relations manager. However, the authors insisted on interviewing the 
environmental strategist as initially requested. That specific municipality 
(Municipality 9 2012) has been marketing itself heavily as a “green” city, 
nevertheless, the engagement initiatives and attitude towards the public did 
not leave a good impression with the thesis team. The municipality seemed 
to place more emphasis on informing the citizens, and by that, influencing 
them to enable a move towards sustainability. There was very little heard 
about actually valuing the input from citizens, the interaction was much 
focused on advising and answering questions from the public, as opposed to 
actually asking them what they want and what they care about. 

Other municipal contacts were very hard to reach; several emails were sent 
to different people within Municipality 17 to reach the public engagement 
manager. Eventually, after almost three weeks, the targeted person got back 
to the thesis group and shared many great insights and experiences. The 
engagement initiatives were very progressive and the city seemed to truly 
value the input and knowledge that came from the community. The public 
is invited to events outside the municipal organization, events that seem 
less formal and more relaxed, such as PechaKucha1,9story telling, family 
Sundays with games etc. In that city, substantial amounts of input comes 
from raw and "un-cooked" conversation, but also through online based 
services such as online dialogue forums (Municipality 17 2012). This 
municipality in particular acknowledged the importance of several key 
enablers that resonated with the team as critical; i) people in the community 
have the knowledge and ideas of how they can help their city develop into a 
sustainable future, ii) a common developed vision needs to be revisited and 
revised, asking people: "does this look like what you were thinking?", iii) 
the municipality needs to speak the same language as the citizens and have 
a shared understanding of sustainability, iv) sustainability issues need to be 
brought to a local level in order for citizens to see the value of changing 
their behaviour (Municipality 17 2012). 

                                                 
1 “PechaKucha 20x20 is a simple presentation format where you show 20 images, each for 
20 seconds. The images advance automatically and you talk along to the images” 
(PechaKucha n.d.). 
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The example stated with the two previous paragraphs suggest that 
municipalities may very well acknowledge the importance of sustainability, 
but not necessarily embrace participatory approaches to the same degree. 

4.2 Research Design 

All interview questions were designed to allow interviewees to tell stories 
and share insights about their initiatives in order to put potential barriers 
and enablers into context. The challenge for the authors was to capture the 
essence and extract the barriers and enablers from the conversation. 

Interviews and surveys are different methods of data collection. The design 
of the questions will naturally differ, and thereby the answers. This was 
evident in the overall results; although the essence of the questions was the 
same in the interviews and the survey, the answers varied, even when the 
answers originated from one and the same person. This implies that ratings 
in the survey are personal opinions of the participant and therefore a 
reference point and not an absolute truth. 

4.3 Limitations 

4.3.1 Interviews 

The thesis team aimed to maintain consistency in the way interviews were 
conducted. Nevertheless, there were external factors that could not be 
controlled; several of the interviewed municipal employees spoke English 
as a second language. This at times influenced the ability of the interviewee 
to express their thoughts and reflections in a concise and precise manner. 
On the other hand, all members of the thesis team are non-native English 
speakers, which occasionally made it challenging for them to follow the 
conversation and register all nuances of the conversation (e.g. Municipality 
14 2012). There were occasions when the thesis team had varying 
transcriptions of the conversations; in these cases the audio recording was 
consulted to reach consensus. Moreover, the audio quality of the calls 
varied and in one particular case the conversation was very challenging to 
capture (Municipality 7 2012). 
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4.3.2 Survey 

Due to time constrains the survey had to be designed after the decoding of 
only ten interviews (five external experts and five municipalities). Although 
main themes had been extracted, additional enablers and barriers were 
found while decoding the remaining interviews, which then could not be 
included in the survey. As a result, some barriers and enablers could not be 
incorporated into Section 3.1.4 on page 27 (Consistency of Enablers) and 
Section 3.2.4 on page 33 (Consistency of Barriers) showing the consistency 
of interviews and surveys. The aim was to receive a minimum of two 
surveys for each municipality i.e. 34 surveys. Each municipality had at least 
two weeks to submit a survey. At the time of submission deadline, 25 
surveys had been registered. Although the timing and approximate length of 
the survey was announced well in advance, the allotted time may have been 
too short. Moreover, some municipalities reported technical issues, 
potentially due to timeouts while filling in the survey. The thesis group had 
to remove several incomplete surveys. Furthermore, the survey was only 
made available in English. The municipality that was interviewed in 
German did not fill in a survey, which hints to a language barrier. 

4.4 Reflections on Results 

Over the course of conducting and subsequently decoding 22 interviews, 
the thesis team picked up themes and started forming a picture of what 
could enable and hinder engagement and participation of the general public 
in municipalities and how it can be measured (indicators). The data 
presented in this thesis highlight parts of a large mosaic. Most of the 
presented enablers, barriers and indicators are interconnected; hence 
transitions between many may seem blurry, while still being clearly 
dependent or building on each other. The comprehensiveness, depth and 
clarity of uncovered topics were naturally limited by the amount of time 
that was available to complete this thesis. The purpose of the following 
paragraphs is to provide the reader insight into the patterns and linkages of 
this mosaic, while discussing some of the challenges the thesis team faced 
as they decoded the data. 

4.4.1 Challenges and Bias of Decoding Data 

The purpose of this study was to extract essences in order to develop and 
strengthen the Ideal Case for SISD as opposed to evaluating the strength of 
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specific themes or municipalities. While a quantification of how often a 
specific item was mentioned can help recognise which themes are most 
important, this quantification was not a key result. Moreover, as will be 
mentioned in subsequent paragraphs, some enablers that the thesis group 
and in some cases the external experts considered to be very important, 
were not mentioned often during interviews with the municipalities. 

Most of the barriers and enablers were identified based on the authors’ 
interpretation. As outlined previously, the thesis team did not ask 
municipalities directly about enablers, barriers or indicators for engagement 
and participation. Municipalities were invited to tell a story, which 
indirectly led them to share answers to this study’s research questions. 
Occasionally, the thesis team had extracted themes based on strong 
comments, which later turned out to be outside the scope of this study. An 
example here is the enabler public demands (data not shown). Several 
municipalities mentioned that the public asks the municipality to do more 
(Municipality 9 2012), to engage with them (Municipality 2 2012), allow 
them to participate (Municipality 12 2012) or give them more power 
(Municipality 17 2012). While this is a good push and encouragement for 
the municipality, it is not a factor they can influence directly, it is out of 
their control. Since this thesis focuses chiefly on what can be done on the 
municipal level, this as well as similar enablers and barriers were excluded 
from the final results. 

An additional challenge the thesis team faced relates to interpretation of 
interview statements. In one case the survey helped to correct an 
interpretation that was made by the thesis team while decoding interviews. 
Comments such as lack of participation, lack of interest or low voter 
turnout were interpreted as apathy and subsequently phrased as people do 
not care about issues in the survey. The survey showed little agreement and 
led the thesis team to revisit and adjust this theme. Since the survey was 
designed before all interviews had been decoded, reviewing this specific 
barrier at a later time point showed that rather than apathy, the comments 
reflected a lack of awareness. While some people may indeed experience 
apathy, it seems much more likely that in general people are not aware of 
how they can influence planning and decision making processes in the 
municipality. Moreover, they do not realise how their actions, for example 
voting or participating in projects, can potentially have a positive impact on 
their everyday lives. The barrier lack of awareness (formerly apathy) thus is 
closely connected to enablers that speak to communication, i.e. how can the 
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municipality communicate value and engage citizens. The respective 
enablers include informing and/or educating citizens, inviting the public to 
something meaningful and external communication. 

The examples stated above highlight a general challenge of decoding 
interviews. First, results are strongly based on interpretation. Second, to 
structure these results, the thesis team had to group what was said based on 
subjective themes. The themes in turn were associated with the research 
questions. Hence there are at least two sources of error: i) the thesis team’s 
interpretation of what was said and ii) associating what was said with 
appropriate themes. The interpretation error was minimised by having three 
people taking notes during 16 interviews and two people during the one 
interview conducted in German. Nevertheless, it often remained a challenge 
to clearly associate a statement with a specific theme as many themes are 
distinct in theory, but clearly interconnected and overlapping in practice. 
This was overcome by evaluating the general direction in which a comment 
pointed and then matching it with a theme that pointed in the same 
direction. In some cases, comments were split up and matched with more 
than one theme. This was especially true for the following enablers: invite 
the public to something meaningful (connect to their values and what they 
care about), mental approach (respect culture and tacit rules) and bring 
sustainability to a local level (how does sustainability relate to everyday 
life in the respective municipality or neighbourhood) as well as form of 
interaction (non-traditional and free form ways of interacting with the 
public) and meeting space (physical and virtual meeting space outside the 
formal municipal setting). 

There is yet another potential point of critique regarding the quantification 
of how often a theme was mentioned by municipalities. A theme was 
checked as having been mentioned, regardless of how strong the comment 
was. Some municipalities for example mentioned only a single meeting 
space outside a formal setting, while others mentioned a dozen. However, 
the survey was designed so the participants could rate the importance of an 
item and by doing so, this methodological flaw could be countered. 

4.4.2 Redundancy and Appreciative Approach 

Almost all enablers can be turned into barriers and vice versa, which led to 
what seemed like redundancy while uncovering topics. In the spirit of 
approaching this thesis in an appreciative manner, the thesis team focused 
on enablers for public engagement and participation, unless a majority of 
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municipalities had experienced and described a theme as a barrier, in which 
case comments for both the respective enabler and barrier were captured. 
This was the case for staff resources, financial resources, internal capacity 
and external communication, as well as some less obviously overlapping 
themes. 

4.4.3 Impact of Different Enablers and Barriers 

Some themes resonated very strongly with the thesis team. On the one hand 
this was due to the personal mindsets of the group members. On the other, 
the respective themes were described very vividly and explicitly by 
municipalities that are being perceived as very progressive and successful 
in regards to engagement and participation towards sustainability, not only 
by the thesis team. 

Surprisingly, some of these enablers weren’t mentioned often during 
interviews, for example clarity about the process, making community input 
trackable or going straight to actions, i.e. channelling positive energy into 
positive results (Table 3.2. Enablers from municipal interviews on page 23). 
Moreover, some such themes received relatively low ratings in the survey, 
meaning they are not considered as strong barriers or enablers, including 
the barrier internal communication (Figure 3.3. Ratings of barriers in 
survey on page 32) and the enablers third party support, public ownership 
and making sustainability personal, i.e. making it relevant for people in 
their daily lives (Figure 3.1. on page 26). 

In the case of the barrier internal communication, it is possible that the 
surveyed municipalities have been aware of this challenge and have taken 
measures to address it. As a result it may not present a significant barrier, as 
reflected by the survey result. Moreover, this item was only mentioned in 
one out of 17 interviews. However, this could also indicate that some 
municipalities did not recognise the implications of this barrier, i.e. not 
seeing the wood for the trees. The importance of this barrier was voiced by 
one of the external experts (Miller 2012). Furthermore, connecting different 
sectors, whether within an organization or society, is a key element of the 
Ideal Case for SISD. 

Both clarity about the process and making community input trackable were 
described very explicitly by one municipality each and mentioned by five 
and three more municipalities, respectively (Table 3.2. Enablers from 
municipal interviews on page 23). Both are seen as essential by the thesis 
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team. The enabler clarity about the process is closely related to the barrier 
no implementations from engagement initiatives, which indirectly connects 
to making community input trackable. Engagement initiatives can result in 
disappointment in two ways: i) the public is invited to a process, e.g. a 
workshop, and it is not clear to them what is going to happen; they don’t 
know what to expect, don’t understand why things are done in a certain 
way and they build up resistance or even disturb the process. ii) the 
engagement is a huge success, a lot of people participate, they are 
extremely excited and involved, but there are no structures or resources in 
place to implement their suggestions or allow them to track how their ideas 
are being used by the municipality. In both cases, clarity about the process, 
i.e. explaining what will happen and setting expectations in terms of what 
will be done with the result, can help avoid disappointment. Moreover, 
allowing people to see how their ideas are being realised can visualise and 
thus emphasise that the municipality truly respects and values the citizens’ 
inputs, which will keep them interested and engaged in future projects. 

4.4.4 Duality of Engagement and Participation from 
Municipal and Public Level 

When speaking of engagement and participation, it begs the question 
whether these two aspects can be addressed separately. While many of the 
enablers and barriers implicitly point to elements that influence 
participation of the public, the study was designed to examine engagement 
and participation from the perspective of municipalities. Hence, the data 
capture experiences made by the municipalities, including what was 
successful for them and resulted in increased participation. It is hard to 
draw definite conclusions on what enables or hinders participation from the 
perspective of the public, since the citizens of the interviewed 
municipalities were not invited to participate in this study. All insights 
municipalities had on what enables or hinders citizens to participate, will 
feed into the SISD outline as recommendations of how to engage with the 
public to potentially achieve better participation. 

4.4.5 Survey Results 

At the end of each question, there was a possibility for the municipalities to 
provide additional enablers and barriers (see Appendix I: Data from 
Survey). Only very few participants added additional points. From this it 
can be concluded, that the provided options were very comprehensive and 
all obvious barriers and enablers were captured in the interviews. 



51 

 

To uncover potential bias and misunderstandings, the interview and survey 
answers were checked for consistency. Municipalities that did not 
participate in the survey could not be taken into account for the consistency 
check. Nevertheless, the thesis team found the input valid and included the 
data collected during the interviews. 

4.4.6 Consistency of Surveys and Interviews 

To test the consistency of answers provided by the individual municipalities 
in the interview and survey, the thesis team compared the respective results. 
Low consistency could be the consequence of several things; Firstly, 
interviews tap into what is at the top of the interviewee’s mind. Everyone 
received the questions in advance and had time to review them. However, it 
was noted that several interviewees had made little effort to prepare, which 
was likely due to lack of time. Moreover, interview questions were indirect 
and broad, inviting interviewees to tell a story, which may or may not allow 
them to address all potential points they have to contribute. In other words, 
the time and amount of questions may have been too few to cover 
everything related to the topic of discussion. For a survey on the other hand, 
the participant can choose a proper time to fill it out, and add to the content 
if desirable. Moreover, items presented in a list may trigger a desire to 
check anything that applies, even if an item is only remotely relevant or 
applicable and would thus never be mentioned during an interview. 
However, while survey participants could have checked everything that 
would have reflected positive on their municipality, none of them did, 
which speaks for the credibility in the data. A point discussed previously is 
the potential that the thesis team may have interpreted or rephrased 
interview results in a way that the respective survey questions were unclear 
and led to inconsistent answers. 

Taken together, there are many possible explanations for a lack of 
consistency and thus this screening does not discredit data that showed low 
consistency. It does, however, strengthen the reliability of those that show 
high consistency. Nevertheless, these results can be discussed critically 
since high consistency does not necessarily reflect on the relevance of the 
respective items in terms of this study’s research questions. High 
consistency merely shows that some of these items are very present for 
municipalities, but they are not necessarily the most important ones. 
Municipalities may focus on what seems to be the most critical barriers, 
nevertheless, there may be other items that require equal or more attention. 
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In other words, there appears to be a need for systems thinking and a 
holistic perspective. 

4.4.7 Indicators 

One of the objectives of this thesis was to find potential indicators to help 
measure public engagement in municipalities. While some indicators were 
uncovered during interviews, the list presented in Table 3.5. on page 35 is 
by no means complete. Furthermore, this study did not aim to develop 
indicators. Rather, the intent was to capture potential ways to measure 
progress towards success as outlined in the FSSD for public engagement 
and participation. The thesis team proposes that properly developed 
indicators can be helpful tools in assessing the effectiveness of public 
engagement by municipalities. 

4.4.8 Additional Survey Data 

A meeting place can serve both as an enabler and as a barrier for certain 
types of participants. Meeting places need to be adjusted to the audience 
that is intended to be reached. The data indicate that a high diversity of 
participants requires a variety of meeting places where the municipality can 
engage with its citizens. 

During interviews several locations where the municipality holds meetings 
with the general public were mentioned. It was registered by the thesis team 
that the meeting place was of great importance; municipal engagement 
projects that seemed to be very successful tended to incorporate various 
locations during different times of day to meet with the citizens. All 
meeting spaces that had been mentioned during the first ten interviews were 
given as an option in the survey. As a result it can be seen that all 
municipalities have meetings in city hall. It is very convenient and rather 
easy for municipal workers to set up meetings in these locations. However, 
one should take into account that not all people feel invited to this rather 
formal meeting space. The list should give the reader additional inspiration 
for spaces where further meetings could take place. 

Different ways for citizens to interact with the municipality appear to be 
going hand in hand with successful engagement initiatives. The results 
show different mechanisms to make it easier for the public to reach the 
municipality. For example, few municipalities use the Internet to interact 
with citizens (see Figure 3.7. on page 38); even less participants stated that 
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giving inputs through surveys was possible. Taken together, these data 
suggest that most municipalities are not approachable outside of the formal 
municipal setting. While there is the possibility for citizens to attend 
meetings and participate, there are not many mechanisms in place where 
the municipality leaves the formal setting and provides the opportunity for 
citizens to influence planning and decision making processes. 

4.5 Emergence of the Wheel of Engagement 

As the authors received a comprehensive overview of enabling factors for 
engagement processes, an idea sparked the curiosity of the team; what if the 
enablers could be distilled into a comprehensible visualization? Figure 4.1. 
on following page shows a preliminary outline of a process tool with 
chronological series of enablers, grouped into four main themes. The figure 
implies that the process can be linear, i.e. start at Initiate and end with 
Engage. However, the spiral in the visualization shows that the process can 
also be iterative; some engagement processes need to be repeated, while 
others simply build off one another. 

The Wheel of Engagement is designed to be used by engagement or 
sustainability practitioners for participatory processes in municipalities, for 
example when creating the community based vision surrounding the Ideal 
Case for SISD. It may be useful to get a meta-view of the enabling factors 
that drive public engagement. It is worth taking into account that the figure 
below is a rough outline, and should be tested in order to prove and 
eventually develop its potential. 
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Figure 4.1. Wheel of Engagement 

4.6 FSSD 

4.6.1 Reflections on the FSSD 

The data mainly informed two levels of the FSSD: Success and Strategic. 
The Success level was predominantly informed by the indicators that could 
be extracted from the interviews and surveys. In order for a municipality to 
know how they are performing, it is helpful if the envisioned success 
criteria are measurable. If not, it is difficult to assess the performance of the 
municipality in relation to the desired success. 

The Strategic guidelines were complemented with five additional questions; 
two of which are generic in terms of public engagement and participation, 
and three additional ones that are more specific. These additional three 
were considered as critical enablers by the external experts, the more 
progressive municipalities and the thesis team. Thus, there are good reasons 
to put emphasis on these guidelines during the action prioritization process 
when working towards public engagement and participation in 
municipalities. 



55 

 

At the Tools level, the thesis team expected to extract several tools for 
public engagement during interviews. However, the collected data provided 
little insight on what tools are available to engagement and sustainability 
practitioners. As previously described, one municipality (Municipality 3 
2012) utilises a third party to handle all engagement initiatives on behalf of 
the municipality which, in that case, turned out to be a helpful tool to 
increase public engagement and participation. Additionally, response rate 
reoccurred as a measuring tool of public participation for the municipalities 
(e.g. Municipality 9 2012). This in itself seems rather weak, and it says 
nothing about what is lacking in the municipal organization. The interviews 
revealed several indicators that can potentially be used as tools to measure 
progress and performance of engagement initiatives. However, they were 
merely captured during the research process, without any concrete data to 
back up how to use them as measuring or monitoring tools. The literature 
search did not reveal tools that help municipalities plan and execute 
engagement processes. Having said that, there are tools that assess the 
quality and depth of community engagement processes, e.g. “Scoring for 
the Five Process Characteristics” (Jackson, Johnson, and Jolley 2011, 29). 
Without doubt, this aspect of the study would benefit from further research. 

4.7 Ideal Case for SISD 

4.7.1 Reflections on the Ideal Case for SISD  

The external experts were asked to give their opinion of the Ideal Case for 
SISD and its potential for public participation and engagement; 
predominantly, they elaborated on it from a critical point of view, saying 
what could be improved or what it is lacking. The thesis team was inclined 
to ask themselves; what is actually good about it? It is known that the Ideal 
Case for SISD is not an outline specific for public engagement. However, 
the interviewees sometimes touched upon elements that are implicit in the 
Ideal Case for SISD, such as the importance of cross-sectoral 
communication and dialogue between different community stakeholders. 
Since these elements are out of the scope of this study, they have not been 
included in the raw data presented among the results. On the other hand, the 
statements by the municipal interviewees did give credit to the SISD 
process outline as a whole, even more so as the document (see Appendix K: 
Summary of the Ideal Case for SISD) was not shared with them. Therefore, 
it did influence the thesis team’s concluding outline of the Ideal Case for 
SISD presented in the conclusion. 
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4.7.2 Why Should Public Engagement in the Ideal 
Case for SISD be Developed 

The Ideal Case for SISD is a big picture outline of planning and decision 
making in cities and nations. Hence, it provides space for focusing on 
specific parts where tools and concepts can be developed. Public 
engagement is such a focus area where the authors of the thesis found 
arguments for why it should be developed and made explicit. All external 
experts voiced concern regarding the Ideal Case for SISD and its lack of 
potential for engaging the general public. The study has revealed several 
enablers and viewpoints of practitioners that can be made explicit in the 
Ideal Case for SISD, especially those that have been voiced as key by the 
external experts and the more progressive municipalities. Public 
engagement themes such as inviting people to something meaningful, 
bringing sustainability to a local level, meeting space and form of 
interaction are examples of what can be incorporated in the Ideal Case for 
SISD. 
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5 Conclusion 

The main inquiry of this study was “How can Public Engagement be 
developed in the Ideal Case for Strategic Integrated System Development?” 
The results from the underlying research questions have potential to be 
added to the original SISD process outline, which in itself was confirmed to 
hold many important qualities.  

The developed Ideal Case for SISD has the following additions to the 
original outline, as represented by Figure 5.1.: 

i) The dynamic of municipal engagement and public participation is made 
explicit. The municipality engages with the general public and the people in 
turn participate and give input to the municipality. 

ii) By placing the Ideal Case for SISD within the frame of public 
engagement and participation, it is made explicit that the Ideal Case for 
SISD is used as a tool for planning and decision making processes within a 
municipality that engages with its citizens (also see the informed FSSD, 
Section 3.5. on page 38). 

iii) Before engaging in a SISD process, the community vision is co-created 
with the general public. This vision informs the mission specific to the 
planning process of the SISD. Hence, the mission - that is formulated 
together with other stakeholders such as businesses, NGOs and experts - 
will be aligned with the overall community vision. 

iv) Below the ABCD evaluation, “public forum etc.” has been replaced 
with “general public” to highlight the importance of the community and 
common people in influencing decisions along with other stakeholders. 

The ongoing process of engagement and participation, as well as the 
community based vision are visualised as a ring around the SISD process. 
They can be seen as an engine that keeps processes within the core of the 
ring energised. Implicitly, several SISD processes will be running in 
parallel, e.g. for the agricultural or the housing sector. 
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5.1 The Developed Ideal Case for SISD 

A summary of these additions to the Ideal Case for SISD has been 
incorporated into Figure 5.1. shown below. 

 
Figure 5.1. The Developed Ideal Case for SISD 
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Furthermore, the authors of this thesis strongly recommend planners and 
project managers who use the Ideal Case for SISD, to take the additional 
prioritization questions that were fed into the FSSD into account. When the 
public is invited to evaluate the ABCD analysis and review the mission, the 
planner or project manager should ask; 

i) Does this engagement process connect to people’s values? 

ii) Does this engagement process put sustainability into people’s local 
context? 

iii) Does this engagement process help engage with people in a way that 
makes it easy for them to participate? 

5.2 The Ideal Case for SISD in the Context of 
the Sustainability Challenge 

In the opening pages of this thesis, the authors called attention to the 
importance of new approaches in planning and decision making; the Ideal 
Case for SISD was an excellent starting point for this study, due to its 
whole systems approach which is explicit in the original outline. The 
authors added more value to this outline, by strengthening and 
incorporating elements of governance, which - in the authors’ opinion - has 
made the SISD process outline more attractive for engagement and 
sustainability practitioners that honour the input of the general public. 
Moreover, the structured planning process that is based on the community 
vision provides citizens with confidence that they can influence the 
planning outcomes. Citizens can have a direct impact, by participating in an 
SISD process, and they indirectly affect the outcomes, by co-creating the 
community vision that feeds into all SISD processes. The developed Ideal 
Case for SISD should be of great value for those who utilise it when 
moving collaboratively towards a sustainable future. 

5.3 Suggestions for Further Research 

This study informed the main research question; nonetheless, new inquiries 
and ideas for further exploration came up during the course of this thesis. 
The extracted indicators sparked an idea that strongly resonated with the 
research team; can the indicators for public engagement be constructed into 
a tool that measures the performance of a municipality’s public engagement 
initiatives? In the initial literature review, several tools were found that 
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measure public participation, i.e. how the public participates in planning 
and decision making. However, there may be a potential to develop a tool 
exclusively for measuring public engagement, i.e. the performance of 
municipalities in engaging with the general public. Such a tool may be 
helpful for a municipality that wants to direct their attention to key aspects 
of their engagement endeavours for successful civic participation in their 
community. One would also have to address how this potential tool could 
be embedded in the Ideal Case for SISD. 

Furthermore, this study put the focal point on the municipal organization; 
this raises the question what results could potentially be uncovered if data 
were to be collected among the citizens, as a complement to the existing 
data? It would be interesting to ask the general public to receive a more 
comprehensive idea on what enables and hinders public engagement and 
participation. 

Last but not least the proposed Wheel of Engagement requires further 
testing to prove and develop its potential. 
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Appendix A: Expert Biographies 

Interviewed External Experts  

Torbjörn Lahti, Sweden 

Torbjörn sparked the Swedish Ecomunicipality (SEKOM) movement in the 
1980s. He is also a former senior advisor for The Natural Step (IEMEA 
2012). Subsequently, Torbjörn co-wrote and published “The Natural Step 
for Communities” - an inspiring book that shows how municipalities can 
become sustainable by implementing certain policies and operations (James 
and Lahti 2008). Currently, Torbjörn is a coordinator in SEKOM as well 
co-director of IAMEA - an organization that provides education and 
consultant services in sustainable development with special focus on eco-
municipalities, eco-regions and eco-communities (IEMEA 2012). 

Karen Miller, Canada 

Karen is an advisor for The Natural Step Canada. In her work with several 
cities, such as The City of Ottawa, The City of Edmonton and Halifax, she 
has gained experience in participatory leadership and process design. She 
also educates people on The Natural Step Framework, for example through 
the Sustainability for Leaders 1 course, which is help in cities across 
Canada (The Natural Step n.d. c). 

Mike Purcell, Canada 

Mike is an associate sustainability advisor for The Natural Step Canada. He 
has more than 20 years of experience as a municipal planning consultant 
and General Manager of Planning and Development Services (for Whistler 
B.C). His expertise lies within community planning, governance, and 
organizational learning (The Natural Step n.d. d). 
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Wendy Sarkissian, Australia 

Wendy is a planner, speaker and consultant with great experience in 
community engagement. She holds a PhD in environmental ethics and 
planning education and she is also the author of several award-winning 
books related to community engagement. Wendy is a fellow of the Planning 
Institute of Australia (Sarkissian n.d.). 

David Waldron, Canada 

David played an essential role in creating an award-winning sustainability 
movement in Whistler, B.C.. He was also one of the lead architects of the 
Master’s programme in Strategic Leadership Towards Sustainability in 
Blekinge Institute of Technology - a top ranked university for sustainable 
education in Karlskrona, Sweden. Furthermore, David has been director of 
Sustainability at the David Suzuki Foundation. Presently, he teaches 
Sustainability at the University of British Columbia (UBC), is an Adjunct 
Professor with Simon Fraser University (SFU), and co-owns Synapse 
Strategies, a Vancouver-based consultancy (Synapse Strategies n.d.). 
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Appendix B: List of Municipalities 

Table B.1. Interviewed Cities 

Municipality Population Framework Surveys 

Jokkmokk, Sweden 5,210 SEKOM 2 
Växjö, Sweden 83,000 SEKOM 2 
Karlskrona, Sweden 64,000 SEKOM 2 
Tyresö, Sweden 43,000 SEKOM 2 
Richmond, UK 42,000 % 2 
North Vancouver,  
Canada 182,000 % 1 

Vancouver, Canada 603,502 % 2 
Fredericton, Canada 56,000 % 2 
Williams Lake, Canada 36,000 FSSD 1 
Whistler, Canada 9,900 FSSD 1 
Caledon, Canada 60,000 FSSD 1 
Canmore, Canada 12,300 FSSD 3 
Dublin, Ireland 525,000 FSSD 1 
Madison, USA 233,000 FSSD 2 

Kaiserslautern, Germany 100,000 Aalborg 
Commitments 0 

Helsingborg, Sweden 130,000 Aalborg 
Commitments 0 

St. Gallen, Switzerland 72,959 Aalborg 
Commitments 1 
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Appendix C: Expert Interview Questions 

Semi-structured expert interview incl. description of the Ideal Case for 
SISD  

1. David Waldron, Karen Miller and Mike Purcell were asked: How does 
TNS help municipalities to engage with the general public around the 
topic of sustainability? 
Torbjörn Lahti was asked: How do Eco-Municipalities successfully 
engage with the general public around the topic of sustainability? 
Wendy Sarkissian was asked: Are there organizations that support 
municipalities in engaging with the general public around the topic of 
sustainability? 

2. What are typical barriers or enablers for municipalities in 
communicating with the public? 

3. What is your personal experience in regards to public participation? 

4. What do you feel is lacking in the “Ideal Case” (described below)? 

5. What are the channels that can be used to communicate with the 
people? 

6. Ways of structuring engagement with the public? 

Introduction to the Ideal Case for SISD 

The original idea for this thesis was to perform a feasibility study of an 
“Ideal Case”, a guide for sustainable planning in cities and nations, 
developed by The Natural Step (TNS) and the Royal Institute of 
Technology. The guide, which has not yet been published and is a work in 
progress, provides an introduction to sustainable development and the TNS 
methodology. It essentially describes the best way of implementing the 
TNS framework in community planning and development, based on best 
practices observed by TNS. 

The Ideal Case implicitly requires the involvement of the public, as well as 
cross-sector communication, co-operating, and collaboration. Clearly, 
bringing together people from different sectors as well as the general public 
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to discuss challenges and collectively find solutions, is a key requirement 
for achieving sustainability. However, communication often also is a main 
barrier to achieving sustainability. While the guide in its present form 
mentions workshops with different stakeholders and recommends a 
participatory and transparent process, it focuses chiefly on stakeholders and 
very little on the general public. 
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Appendix D: Data from Expert 
Interviews 

Enablers 

 

Barriers 
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Appendix E: Municipality Interview 
Questions 

Interview questions (English) 

1. How would you describe your position and what do you do on a day to 
day basis (in a few words)? 

2. In 2-3 sentences, tell us how you describe sustainability in your 
municipality. 

3. Do you believe there are benefits in encouraging public participation 
when working towards sustainability? 
If no, please elaborate on your reasoning? // If yes, what do you think 
are the benefits? 

4. Can you tell us how you have engaged with the general public in your 
municipality? 

5. What conditions made this possible? 

6. Do any planning or decision making processes in your municipality 
involve the general public? 
If yes, can you describe occasions when the public was invited to 
participate in the process? 

7. What is your municipality working towards in the future (vision, 
goals)? 

8. Have you incorporated sustainability into future goals (vision)? 
If no, go to question 10. 

9. In formulating your future goals, did you use a participatory approach? 
If yes, how did that work? If no, go to question 10. 

10. How does public participation look like in your municipality? 
→ What do citizens do? 

11. Imagine an ideal form of public participation in your municipality. 
How would that look like?  

12. What is hindering the municipality from interacting in this ideal way? 
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13. What have been the challenges when interacting with citizens? 

14. Have you been able to overcome them?  
If so how? // If not, why not? 

15. Have you experienced any “dead-ends” in public participation? 
 If so, can you tell us what happened? 

16. Do you have any success-stories where public participation had a 
positive outcome? 

17. What makes you say it was a success? 

18. What were the conditions the made it possible? 

19. What was one highlight while working with the public? 

20. Do you have anything to add? 

Interview questions (German) 

1. Wie würden Sie Ihre Position beschreiben und was sind Ihre täglichen 
Aufgaben (in wenigen Worten). 

2. In 2-3 Sätzen, erzählen Sie uns, wie Sie Nachhaltigkeit in Ihrer Stadt 
beschreiben.  

3. Glauben Sie, dass es von Vorteil ist die Beteiligung der 
Öffentlichkeit in der Nachhaltigkeitsarbeit zu fördern? 
Falls nein, begründen Sie bitte Ihre Auffassung. // Falls ja, was 
glauben Sie sind die Vorteile? 

4. Bitte erzählen Sie uns, wie Sie in der Vergangenheit die Öffentlichkeit 
in städtische Projekte mit einbezogen haben? 

5. Welche Bedingungen haben das möglich gemacht? 

6. Gibt es Planungs- oder Entscheidungsprozesse in Ihrer Stadt, welche 
die Öffentlichkeit mit einbeziehen? 

7. Worauf arbeitet Ihre Stadt hin in der Zukunft (Vision, Ziele)? 

8. Ist Nachhaltigkeit Bestandteil Ihrer zukünftigen Ziele (Vision)? 
Falls nein, gehen Sie zu Frage 10. 
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9. Wurde die Öffentlichkeit mit einbezogen, als Sie Ihre Zukunftsziele 
erarbeitet haben? 
Falls ja, wie hat das funktioniert? 

10. Wie sieht öffentliche Beteiligung in Ihrer Stadt aus? 

11. Stellen Sie sich optimale öffentliche Beteiligung in Ihrer Stadt vor. 
Wie würde das aussehen? 

12. Was hält die Stadt davon ab in dieser optimalen Weise mit der 
Öffentlichkeit zusammenzuarbeiten? 

13. Wo gab es Herausforderungen bei der Zusammenarbeit mit den 
Bürgern? 

14. War es Ihnen möglich diese zu bewältigen? 
Falls ja wie? // Falls nein, warum nicht? 

15. Gab es irgendwelche Sackgassen bei der Beteiligung der 
Öffentlichkeit? 
 Falls ja, können Sie uns erzählen, was passiert ist? 

16. Gab es Erfolgserlebnisse bei welchen öffentliche Beteiligung ein 
positives Ergebnis hatte? 

17. Warum denken Sie, dass es ein Erfolg war? 

18. Welche Bedingungen haben dies möglich gemacht? 

19. Was war ein Höhepunkt bei der Zusammenarbeit mit der 
Öffentlichkeit? 

20. Gibt es etwas das Sie hinzufügen möchten? 
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Appendix F: Data from Municipality 
Interviews 

Enablers 
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Barriers 
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Appendix G: Glossary of Enablers, 
Barriers and Indicators 

Enablers Description Survey 
Q 

Acknowledging the need 
for collaborating with the 
general public 

The municipal organization acknowledging 
that it can not move towards sustainability 
without the support of the public 

11 

Action The municipality goes straight from citizen 
suggestion to implementation of actions 

* 

Approachable 
municipality 

The municipality is easy to get in touch with 
as a citizen 

* 

Bring sustainability to a 
local level 

The municipality engages its citizens by 
connecting sustainability with issues that are 
relevant to the local neighbourhoods 

15 

Clarity about process The municipality makes rules and 
conditions of a participatory process clear  

* 

Clear goals and vision Having a clear objective and community 
vision of where the municipality wants to go 

11 

Early involvement 
The citizens are involved in planning and 
decision making in an early stage of the 
process 

13 

External capacity 
Citizen understanding around the 
sustainability challenge, self-organizing and 
active community 

* 

External communication 

The municipality communicates in a 
language that everybody can understand, 
without jargon. The citizens have a good 
idea what issues the municipality is working 
on and how they can participate 

13 

Financial resources Having enough funding to engage with 
citizens on different topics 

11 

Form of interaction 
Non-traditional ways of interacting with the 
general public, e.g. Pecha Kucha, world 
café, story telling, games, competitions etc. 

* 

Identifying community 
leaders 

The municipality identifies local leaders 
with influence in their community 

* 

Identifying internal 
municipal leaders 

The municipality identifies leaders within 
the municipal organization with the 
capacity, skill and passion for public 
engagement 

11 

Informing and educating 
the public 

Municipality compiles information and 
communicates it to the public, it helps 
citizens get educated about the sustainability 
challenge 

15 
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Internal Capacity 
The municipality has the know-how to 
engage with its citizens in an effective and 
meaningful way 

11 

Internal Staff support 

This enabler was used in the survey and 
refers to the following enablers from 
interviews: internal capacity, staff resources 
and personal dedication. 

11 

Invite the public to 
something meaningful 

Citizens are invited to engage in issues that 
they truly care about 

* 

Make community input 
trackable 

The input provided by the citizens in 
planning and decision making processes is 
made trackable 

13 

Meeting space The physical and virtual meeting space 
outside the formal municipal setting 

* 

Mental approach 

Meeting people where they are mentally, 
e.g. recognizing cultural differences and 
tacit rules before interacting, finding out 
what is important to the citizens 

* 

Municipality as role 
model 

The municipality is a leading example when 
it comes to sustainability, "walking the talk" 

* 

Networking 
The municipality strengthens its ties with 
different stakeholders and groups in the 
municipality 

5 

Personal dedication 
The municipal staff is highly dedicated to 
include citizens in planning and decision 
making processes, beyond what is required 

11 

Political support Political buy-in and active support from the 
elected council/mayor 

11 

Public demands 
The citizens ask to be involved in planning 
and decision making processes, creating 
external pressure 

* 

Public encouragement 

The citizens appreciate what the 
municipality is doing in terms of public 
participation and gives feedback 
accordingly 

* 

Public ownership Citizen input determines the direction of the 
planning and decision making process 

13 

Recognizing and 
capturing community 
efforts 

The municipality identifies and builds on 
ongoing efforts and projects already existing 
in the community 

15 

Staff resources The municipality has enough staff and time 
to engage with the citizens 

* 

Third party support Utilizing a skilled third party when 
engaging with citizens 

11 
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Barrier Description Survey 
Q 

External communication Difficult to reach people or to bring a 
message across 

* 

Financial resources 
Financial resources needed to include 
general public in planning and decision 
making processes 

5 

Having the result upfront 
Having the outcome of the process pre-
determined and just seeking confirmation 
from the citizens 

* 

Indifference Lack of participation due to an indifferent 
attitude among citizens 

7 

Information 
saturation/overload 

Difficult to reach people due to them feeling 
overwhelmed by information coming to 
them from many kinds of media 

* 

Interest groups Interest groups who dominate or steer the 
engagement process in a certain direction 

* 

Internal capacity 
Lack of internal capacity in the 
municipality, e.g. the know-how for public 
engagement is missing 

5 

Internal communication 
Departments within the municipal 
organization fail to communicate with each 
other, lack of shared understanding 

9 

Lack of trust 
People do not trust politicians and 
governments, they have been disappointed 
in the past 

* 

Little knowledge of 
municipal/political work 

Citizens are not aware of how the 
municipality works (bureaucracy, legal 
requirements, decision making processes 
etc.) 

7 

Municipal engagement 
responsibilities 

Lack of clear engagement responsibility 
within the municipal organization. It is not 
included in anybody’s official job 
description 

9 

No implementations from 
engagement initiatives 

People are disappointed and disillusioned 
since no actions are implemented from 
earlier engagement processes 

9 

People content with 
current situation 

Lack of participation due to citizens feeling 
content with the current situation 

7 

People's mindset of 
responsibilities 

NIMBY mentality (Not In My Back Yard), 
or people who feel that it is not their 
responsibility to be sustainable 

* 

Staff resources Lack of staff or time to engage with the 
general public 

5 
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Staff not keen on 
changing interaction 

This barrier was used in the survey and 
refers to the following barrier from 
interviews: municipal engagement 
responsibilities 

9 

Timing Appropriate timing to engage with people, 
e.g. economic downturn 

7 

Underestimating the 
capability of general 
public 

Underestimating the value of the knowledge 
that people have about their community as 
well as their skills 

* 

* Not covered in survey. 

 

 

Indicators Description 

Amount of different types of 
initiatives 

Number of ways the municipality utilises 
to get input on a specific issue 

Variety of mechanisms for direct input 
with ideas and support from public 

Amount of mechanisms in the municipal 
organization that collect and process direct 
input from the citizens 

Number of engagement initiatives per 
year 

Number of participatory processes in 
relation to SISD throughout the year 

Variety of people engaged 

Engagement set up to encourage diversity 
in participatory processes in terms of age, 
gender, ethnic background, social status 
etc. 

Frequency of iterations of municipal 
visioning process 

State where engagement around the 
community vision is a process, not an 
isolated project 

Time point of involvement At what point are citizens involved in 
planning and decision making processes 
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Appendix H: Survey 
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Appendix I: Data from Survey 
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Appendix K: Summary of the Ideal Case 
for SISD 

Sustainable Planning in Cities and Nations 

An outline for systematic cross-sector cooperation, prepared by The 
Natural Step (TNS) and Royal Institute of Technology (KTH), Stockholm, 
Sweden. 

Summary 

In attempts to realise the vision of a sustainable society, people often have 
biased ideas about one or another solution as being the ”only possible” or 
”only realistic”. We may create mental and ideological lockups, making it 
difficult to find new perspectives on problems and solutions. In this report, 
we are attempting to guide sustainable solutions by systems thinking. Ever 
so well-intended decisions outside the realm of a systems perspective, often 
leads to sub-optimizations or worse – blind alleys. This idea sketch builds 
on systems thinking, and describes an overriding methodology to grapple 
with some typical problems around societal planning in general, and 
sustainable planning in particular.  

We suggest that planning for sustainable municipalities, regions and nations 
should… 

1. ...departure from a principled definition of sustainability.  

2. …by help of the definition, analyse the potential of future solutions, 
rather than allowing current technologies and cultures provide 
constraints for our development of future goals and visions. 

3. ...identify relevant subsystems that need to be included in the 
analysis. 

4. …analyse each of the subsystems in relation to the principled 
definition of sustainability, partly to find the most critical flows and 
practices in the current situation, and partly to suggest a step-by-step 
progress towards sustainability with its great potential.  
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5. ...ensure that the gradual development of the subsystems happens in 
a coordinated way, so that the step-by-step solutions in each 
subsystem can be supportive of each other, or in any event not be 
counter supportive.  

6. …ensure that trade-offs are at first hand discussed with regard to 
their potential to serving as smart stepping stones for future progress 
towards sustainability, and not mainly be regarded as choices 
between evils in the short term.  

7. ...occur in cross-sector cooperation, where the above bullets 1-6 are 
developed in line with a methodology suitable as a shared mental 
model amongst participants of the development process.  

8. ...use such a methodology to explore how far it is possible to reach 
by cooperative use of strict logics and strategic competence in 
dialogue, and only then deal with polarities based on differences in 
values. 
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