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Abstract 
The increased demand for cross-disciplinary and policy-relevant research programs that pro-
mote sustainable development raises a number of important questions about the desirability of 
such research endeavors as well as about how these demands could be integrated into the 
programs. This paper discusses these issues based on experiences gained from the ongoing 
research program “Sustainable Households: Attitudes, Resources and Policy” (SHARP). The 
focus is first on how multi- and cross-disciplinary integration has been built into the program, 
and what types of problems have been encountered during this process. We then discuss how 
the program has attempted to meet the demand for policy-relevant research without 
compromising on scientific quality standards, and how this demand has affected the nature of 
the cross-disciplinary cooperation.  
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1. Introduction1

Environmental problems are problems of society. They result from different human activities, 
and the characteristics as well as the magnitudes of the problems faced are largely determined 
by the manner in which these activities have been organized, managed and regulated. Thus, in 
order to address, for instance, air and water pollution we need to understand not only the 
impact of pollution on the environment but also the nature of the type of human activities that 
give rise to pollution. Given the above, the increased demand for multi- and cross-disciplinary 
research in the environmental field should not come as a surprise. The growing demand for 
such research collaboration has emerged both from the science community – through an 
identified lack of understanding of complex environmental problems – as well as from 
governments and research funding agencies2 searching for practical ways of addressing 
different pollution, waste and nature conservation issues.  

Politically in Sweden, the increased focus on multi- and cross-disciplinary research in 
the environmental field is also related to the transition from promoting “environmental 
research” (miljöforskning) to “research for sustainable development” (forskning för hållbar 
utveckling) (Eckerberg et al., 2003). Put bluntly, the former focuses primarily on 
environmental impacts, while the latter involve much broader research undertakings such as 
societal change, policy instruments, values etc. It should also be noted that “research for 
sustainable development” is seen as a mean towards attaining a normative political objective 
– the building of a more sustainable society. Thus, this research should not only address 
“what is” questions but also questions about “what ought to be” and “ways of getting there”.  

The above focus on cross-disciplinary research activities and the closely related 
broadening of the research agenda also, however, raise a number of important questions. 
What are the benefits and the drawbacks of cross-disciplinary research programs, and how 
should such programs be organized and designed so as to promote synergistic research 
results? Scientific studies typically aim at objectivity, but how does one then strike a balance 
between the funding agency’s demand for policy relevant research results on the one hand and 
the professional demands of the scientific community on the other? Overall there exists a lack 
of ex post evaluations of previous multi- and cross-disciplinary research programs 
(Sandström, 2003) – not the least within the environmental field – that address these and other 
equally relevant questions about the characters and the outcomes of these programs.  

In this paper we present and discuss some interim experiences from the ongoing 
research program “Sustainable Households: Attitudes, Resources and Policy (SHARP)”, 
which is funded (primarily) by the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA). 
SHARP is essentially a research-cooperation among different social sciences (see section 2 
for details), and it aims generally at generating research results that are relevant for the design 
of legal and economic environmental policy instruments targeted towards households. Thus, 

                                                 
1 This paper was presented at the 7th Nordic Environmental Social Science (NESS) Conference Gothenburg, 15-
17 June 2005. The work undertaken in preparation of the paper forms part of the research program “Sustainable 
Households: Attitudes, Resources, and Policy (SHARP)” (www.sharpprogram.se), which is funded by the 
Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA). Söderholm is the program coordinator and Wihlborg the 
assistant program coordinator of the SHARP program. The views expressed in the paper reflect only those of the 
authors, and should not necessarily be attributed to other SHARP researchers, expert panel members and/or 
SEPA. 
2 In Sweden, the policies of major research funding agencies – such as MISTRA and the Swedish Environmental 
Protection Agency (SEPA) – include explicit support for cross-disciplinary research projects and programs.  
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cooperation among different disciplines and policy relevance are central features of the 
program, but represent also some of the major challenges for the researchers involved. In the 
paper we discuss how cross-disciplinary integration has been built into the program, and what 
types of problems have been encountered during the process. We also discuss how the 
program has attempted to meet the demand for policy relevant research without compro-
mising on scientific quality standards as well as how this demand has affected the nature and 
(to some extent) the quality of the scientific cooperation.  

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 provides a brief description of the SHARP 
program. In section 3 we discuss the multi- and cross-disciplinary features of the SHARP 
program, while section 4 focuses on to what extent and in what way policy relevant research 
forms an integral part of the program’s activities. Finally some concluding remarks are 
provided in section 5.  
 
2. The SHARP Program: Research on Integrating Sustainable Activities 
into the Daily Lives of Swedish Households 
The SHARP research program started in June 2003. It has so far been a five-project research 
cooperation among five disciplines at Luleå University of Technology, Linköping University 
and Umeå University: economics, law, political science, psychology, and sanitary enginee-
ring. One additional project, focusing on the historical aspects of households’ contributions to 
a sustainable development, is planned to join the Program in early 2006. All projects involved 
are fully or partly financed through grants from the Research Board at SEPA; over the period 
2003-2005 three of these have also received funding from the Swedish Research Council for 
Environment, Agricultural Sciences and Spatial Planning (Formas).  

The SHARP program builds on three important observations. First, the implementation 
of environmental policies requires people’s active involvement. Many of the existing and new 
environmental obligations are therefore expressed as household-related activities such as 
sorting of waste and the active choice of “green” products and services. Second, strong 
environmental attitudes and values are often claimed to be common among Swedish citizens, 
and in general people claim that they are willing to undertake a number of household-related 
activities that promote a sustainable environment. Still, these attitudes do not always translate 
into actual behavior. Third, different policy instruments, such as information campaigns, fees 
and regulations, are used to make households behave in line with environmental policies and 
intentions. For such policy tools to be effective, however, politicians and practitioners need an 
improved understanding of how polices interplay with household values, attitudes and the 
constraints (in terms of time, money and knowledge) that household members face in their 
daily lifes. If a specific policy measure conflicts with households’ attitudes and/or their way 
of organizing, for example recycling activities, little will be gained.  

In essence, the study of households’ ‘sustainable-promoting’ behavior will not be 
meaningful unless norms, values, attitudes and the relevant constraints of the households are 
analyzed in conjunction. Multi- and cross-disciplinary approaches are thus necessary for 
gaining an improved understanding of how households perceive and, hence, comply with 
governmental policies and intentions. Since its inception the overall objective of the SHARP 
program has been to analyze the integration of household activities and attitudes into the 
forming of an environmentally sustainable society. Specifically, the program aims at:  
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• investigating the role of households and household behavior in achieving environ-
mental policy aspirations;  

• analyzing the constraints that households face when engaging in environmental 
activities, and how they organize and integrate these activities in their everyday life 
given these constraints and given their environmental attitudes and values; 

• using this information to clarify under what circumstances different policy instruments 
aimed at promoting activities aiming towards a more environmentally sustainable 
society will be effective and perceived as legitimate. 

Empirically the program focuses on four partly interrelated types of household activities 
(a) waste sorting and recycling behavior; (b) the active purchasing of environmentally benign 
products; (c) transport choice behavior; and (d) use of water and sewage systems. Our 
methodological approach differs from many earlier projects in that it combines analyses based 
on intensive structuring, involving deep interviews, time-diaries, and travel diaries with more 
extensive information about attitudes, behavior and constraints gathered via surveys from a 
large number of households as well as via statistical analyses of large databases.  

In order to ensure both the scientific and the policy relevance of the research conducted, 
an expert panel (reference group) has been attached to the SHARP program. This panel 
comprises four external scientific representatives, two analysts from SEPA as well as officials 
from four pre-selected municipalities; Gothenburg, Huddinge, Piteå and Växjö (see the 
Appendix for brief presentations). The empirical investigations are strongly (but not solely) 
focused on households in these four municipalities. This approach, we argue, adds to our 
understanding of the local contexts within which environmental policy aspirations presently 
are being implemented, but it also provides an opportunity to discuss the research findings 
closely with relevant practitioners. Below in this paper we comment on the program’s 
interactions with the expert panel in more detail (see section 4.2).  

 
3. Integrating Multi- and Cross-Disciplinary Research into the SHARP 
Program 
3.1 Premises for Inter-Discipline Cooperation in the SHARP Program  
It is useful – as a starting point – to comment on the distinction between “multi-disciplinary” 
and “cross-disciplinary” research. The definitions of these concepts differ somewhat in the 
literature, but here we follow Sandström (2003) and define a “multi-disciplinary” research 
program as being characterized primarily by “additive cooperation” between researchers from 
different scientific disciplines. A “cross-disciplinary” research program on the other hand 
aims (at the least) at integrating elements from different disciplines in the research process. 
The distinction between the two concepts is not clear-cut, and it is likely that most research 
programs – with different disciplines contributing – involve a little bit of both.3 At least for 
the SHARP program this appears to be the case. We would argue that the SHARP program is 
primarily multi-disciplinary but with cross-disciplinary features. In the following we discuss 
how we have tried to secure that the different parts of the program actually add to each other 
and ensure a fruitful multi-disciplinary synthesis of research efforts. We also present parts of 
the program that we believe to be more cross-disciplinary in character. However, in many 

                                                 
3 See also the discussions of the meaning and the value of cross-disciplinary science in Buun (2001) and Berner 
(1997). 
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instances we simply revert to the broader concept ‘inter-disciplinary cooperation’, which we 
simply define as embracing both multi- and cross-disciplinary research.  

Even if we believe that it is fair to assert that all SHARP researchers are dedicated in 
their intentions to collaborate with other disciplines, we also find it natural (and indeed 
desirable) that the research conducted is strongly rooted in well-established scientific 
disciplines (e.g., economics, law, political science, psychology etc.). Thus, important starting-
points of the research efforts are, for instance, models of human behavior that have been (both 
empirically and theoretically) tested and evaluated for a long time within a certain discipline. 
However, their usefulness for understanding environmentally significant behavior can be 
improved with the help of inputs and inspiration from other disciplines. Elements from 
accompanying disciplines can be integrated in these models (i.e., a cross-disciplinary task),4 
or a creative synthesis of different discipline-specific research results can “add value” and 
also contribute a lot to the literature (i.e., a multi-disciplinary task).  

The above also implies that – although the overall research question is the same across 
the different disciplines – there have never existed within the SHARP program any ambitions 
to develop and specify a unified theoretical framework and/or to use common analytical 
methods. Instead we recognize explicitly that the understanding of knowledge production, the 
way in which specific research questions are formulated and the perception of what is 
considered a “result”, vary among different academic disciplines. Even though some of the 
different research traditions within SHARP approach their tasks in distinctly different ways, 
we believe it is possible to provide meaningful syntheses of these research efforts, and – in 
some cases – integrate elements from different disciplines into one model. Still, at the start of 
SHARP – and already during the application process – we found it necessary to outline some 
idea of how the different projects would link to and complement each other. For this reason 
we developed a rough – but still ‘joint’ – analytical framework of the overall research task in 
SHARP.5 In the next sub-sections this framework is presented and discussed, and we provide 
some practical examples of how different disciplines have cooperated (or plan to cooperate) 
with this analytical framework as a relevant point of departure.  
 
3.2 Making it Happen in Practice: The Use of an Overall Analytical Framework  
The five research projects that (so far) comprise the SHARP program are briefly presented in 
Table 1. It is worth noting that this specific project structure was largely developed as a result 
of feedback from analysts and officials at SEPA. Initially the program was mainly a joint 
effort between researchers in economics and political science and the empirical focus was on 
households’ recycling efforts and on “green” consumption behavior (with funding from 
Formas). However, the SEPA representatives indicated the need to: (a) include more scientific 
disciplines into the program, in particular psychology and law; and (b) extend the empirical 
focus to include additional household activities.  

                                                 
4 One could of course argue that this is a quite ‘conservative’ example of cross-disciplinary research, since it 
does not involve scientific cooperation that results in entirely new models and/or theories. Still, even though 
established models ‘only’ are modified, this may in practice have significant impacts on the way in which a 
problem is approached and studied, and in the end also on the results produced.  
5 A similar analytical framework is used in the COPE research program on the implementation of climate policy 
in Sweden (also funded by the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency), and this provided a major source of 
inspiration for our joint work. See www.cope.org.gu.se for details on COPE.  

 - 6 -

http://www.cope.org.gu.se/


SHARP Working Paper: Inter-Disciplinary Cooperation for Environmental Policy Design / Söderholm & Wihlborg 

Figure 1 summarizes the overall analytical framework that serves to establish the links 
and the overlaps between the individual research projects. As indicated above, the overall 
research task of SHARP is to analyze the impact of environmental policy instruments on 
households’ willingness to undertake environmentally sustainable activities. This implies that 
the main focus of the program lies in increasing our understanding of how households 
perceive different policy instruments and choose to act (or not to act) as a result of these.  
 

Table 1: The Research Projects in SHARP as of 2005 (see also www.sharpprogram.se)   

Project title Disciplines Main objectives 

1. Households’ Response to Political 
Sustainability Aspirations: A Question of 
Policy Legitimacy 

Political science 
Psychology 

Explore the prerequisites for environmental 
policy legitimacy by analyzing the corre-
spondence between environmental policy 
aspirations and the values and attitudes held 
by households.  

2. Is the Law Promoting or Hindering 
Households’ Sustainability? 

Law  
Political Science 

Analyze the roles and the functions of law 
when promoting sustainable household 
behavior.  

3. Mapping Households’ Organization of 
Sustainable Activities – Development of 
Tools for Analyzing Activity Patterns in 
Relation to Storm Water Systems 

Political Science 
Sanitary 
Engineering 

By using time-geographical methods, study 
how resources and constraints in relation to 
sustainable behavior are handled in 
households and what routines household 
members develop.  

4. Material Conservation and Recycling in 
Households: Moral Motivation, Economic 
Behavior, and Policy Incentives 

Economics 
Political Science 

Analyze material conservation and recycling 
behavior in households in the presence of 
moral motivation and economic constraints, 
as well as the effectiveness of different 
policy instruments in influencing behavior.  

5. Sustainable Transport in the Households: 
Effects of Values, Attitudes, and Habits.  

Psychology Analyze the effects of attitudinal factors, 
contextual factors, personal resources, and 
habits on travel mode choice and how these 
facilitate or constrain the households’ 
possibilities to change their travel behavior 
in an environmentally friendly direction.  
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Figure 1: The Overall Analytical Framework of the SHARP Program 

One common denominator for the five projects is the assertion that the analysis of norm-
based behavior provides an important key to the understanding of households’ sustainable 
activities. However, it is not only useful to study the values and attitudes held by households; 
it is equally important to recognize that environmental policy instruments ultimately build on 
fundamental values and norms, which are expressed both in political discourse (e.g., policy 
documents) and in legal rules (i.e., the Environmental Code). Political values and norms are 
‘translated’ into environmental goals (e.g., less waste to landfills, limited impacts on the 
global climate) at different levels (e.g., Miljömålsrådet, 2004), and policy instruments (e.g., 
economic, regulatory, informative) are selected and introduced to ensure the fulfillment of 
these goals. An important presumption of the entire SHARP program is that the way in which 
the different policy instruments are perceived by – and ultimately implemented in – house-
holds, depend partly on the underlying norms and values that are’ ‘embedded’ in these policy 
efforts, and to what extent these conform with the households’ values and attitudes. Essential 
starting-points of the analysis in the program (projects #1 and #2) are therefore to: (a) study 
the political and legal norms as expressed by policy makers and legislators; (b) map the 
corresponding norms that households articulate; and (c) analyze any divergences between 
these sets of norms.  

The above represents one of the primary research tasks of project #1 involving 
researchers from the political science field, but including also significant contributions from 
the disciplines psychology and environmental law. The joint effort between project #! and 
project #5 on environmental values and attitudes progressed during the first year of the 
program and showed that theories emanating from political science and psychology could be 
successfully combined to reach an improved understanding of the interplay between values, 
attitudes and action in the environmental field (see also section 3.3). The legal part of the 
analysis (project #2) also aims at investigating how the law may function as an obstacle to 
sustainable behavior in households.  

To what extent and in what way environmental policy instruments are integrated into 
(and thus impact on) household behavior depend also on how households choose to organize 
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the activities that together make up ‘the daily life’ of the household. In practice a number of 
constraints (e.g., lack of time, poor infrastructure etc.) may impede sustainable behavior, even 
though strong personal environmental norms are present. In order to gain knowledge about 
the extent to which households integrate sustainable activities in their daily lives, an analysis 
based on intensive structuring is necessary. This is achieved in (the first part of) project #3, 
primarily through the use of time-diaries and in-depth interviews (with at least 40 
households). The analyses so far have focused on how resources and constraints are handled 
within households and what routines household members develop. The other researchers in 
SHARP – relying often on mass survey data and/or secondary data – are supposed to make 
use of the results of this project, both as inputs to the way in which the investigations will be 
performed (e.g., which questions to ask in the surveys etc.) as well as means to gain a deeper 
understanding of their own research results. In the original program application it is stated 
that project #3 “aims at providing information, which can be used to analyze household 
activities within several different research disciplines.” As indicated in the next section 3.3, 
however, in practice it has been more difficult to achieve this objective than was anticipated 
prior to the start of the program research.  

The second major part of the program aims at drawing on the above project results and 
own investigations to analyze sustainable household behavior in the empirical context of four 
household-related and environmentally significant activities. This is done in (the second part 
of) project III (water and sewage use), project IV (green consumption and household recyc-
ling), and project V (choice of mode of transportation). Also these empirical parts of the pro-
gram involve some degree of cooperation across disciplines (most notably between political 
science and sanitary engineering and between economics and political science, respectively). 
The joint focus of the analyses is on the conflict between environmental values and attitudes 
on the one hand, and actual behavior in the presence of everyday constraints on the other.  

In the original research plan we argue that the above analytical framework should permit 
an integrated analysis of environmental policy implementation at the household level by 
drawing on several scientific disciplines, analytical perspectives and methods. As such it 
should be contribute to a more comprehensive analysis of household behavior than would 
have been the case if relying only on the results from single disciplines. In the next section we 
comment briefly on some of the challenges faced when pursuing this ‘vision’ in practice.  
 
3.3 The Practical Challenges of Inter-Disciplinary Cooperation: Examples from SHARP 
In line with the original SHARP research plan (application), coordination and cooperation 
among projects have been built into the structure and the process of the program. Most 
notably, in the research plan we do not only state that two or more disciplines should 
cooperate on a specific research task, we also designed the program and the project budgets as 
well as the staffing accordingly. For instance, within project #1 – which has a predominant 
focus on political science – a psychologist (belonging primarily to project #5) was allocated a 
total of two months time for inter-disciplinary cooperation on the study of values, attitudes 
and norms (see also below). In addition, all projects leaders have a small funding share for 
themselves in the Program budget, mainly to enable them to do integrative work in all the 
other projects without having to discuss the transferring of funds. Finally, some of the 
academic representatives of the SHARP expert panel (see the Appendix) were selected and 
invited largely on the grounds that they would be able to encourage inter-disciplinary 
cooperation and point towards ways of achieving such integration among projects.  
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There are a number of practical examples of inter-disciplinary cooperation within 
SHARP that illustrate some of the benefits of such cooperation, but also problems 
encountered in this process. First, in early May 2004, a jointly produced questionnaire was 
sent out to a large sample of households in the four different Swedish municipalities. 
Primarily this has involved co-operation between projects #1, #4 and #5 (political science, 
economics and psychology). Overall the survey collected information about how Swedish 
households perceive different household activities that can be undertaken to improve the 
environment (sorting waste at source, mode of transportation choice, “green” consumption), 
as well as the households’ opinions about a set of policy instruments that can be (or have 
been) implemented to encourage these activities. While these characteristics made the survey 
rather unique, enabling, for instance, comparative analyses across different household 
activities as well as investigations of the links between household characteristics, values and 
attitudes on the one hand and specific policy instruments on the other,6 they also imply that 
the survey was demanding to complete for the respondents.  As a result the response rate was 
also low (33 percent). Somewhat to our surprise the main difficulties in agreeing on the 
design of the survey were not so much related to the way in which questions were formulated 
and which types of questions to include, but rather on how household members would give 
their answers (e.g., discrete or continuous choices). Different disciplines rely (often for 
traditional reasons) on different types of methods in analyzing survey responses (e.g., factor 
analysis, econometric discrete choice models), and this will affect the way in which the 
survey is designed. For this reason we plan – in a few cases – to employ different methods to 
the same data set and investigate any discrepancies in outcomes and interpretations.  

A new, jointly produced survey will be sent out in the four municipalities during the 
spring of 2006. The intention this time is to discuss survey design issues and specific 
questions in closer collaboration with the practitioners in the expert panel, and also to target 
the survey not only at households but also at politicians and officials in the same municipality. 
For this reason, a special seminar discussing an early version of the survey is planned to take 
place before the end of 2005. The (good and bad) lessons learnt from the 2004 survey will 
naturally be taken into account.  

Second, the joint effort between project #1 and project #5 on how to address 
environmental values and attitudes empirically showed that theories emanating from the 
political science and the psychology fields can be successfully combined to reach an improved 
understanding of the interplay between values, attitudes and behavior in the environmental 
field. Along with the NEP-scale (the New Environmental Paradigm), which is widely used in 
psychological research, the universal value-system elaborated by Schwartz and colleagues 
have proved both valuable and reliable for identifying core values within individuals, and the 
two dimensions on which these core-values are arranged also closely connect to the value-
systems identified as crucial for how people act and react in the environmental field; the state-
individual and human beings-nature relationships respectively. The NEP-scale and the 
Schwartz value system form important parts of the above-mentioned joint survey. In essence, 

                                                 
6 See, for instance, Ek and Söderholm (2005) and Eriksson et al. (2005) for empirical analyses based on the 
survey.  
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this cooperation across disciplines represents a nice example of how a common understanding 
of complex concepts can be accomplished despite the presence of varying research traditions.7

Third, the economic approach to household behavior in the environmental field often 
builds on relatively restrictive assumptions about human behavior, and it is useful to 
complement this approach by drawing on, for instance, concepts of moral and social norms 
developed in the social psychology literature. An important objective of project #4 is to 
integrate norm-based behavior into traditional economic models of households’ consumption 
of “green” products and waste sorting activities, respectively (see, for instance, Ek and 
Söderholm, 2005). It should be acknowledged that this work has (so far) not involved close 
(‘formal’) cooperation between the economic and psychology researchers in SHARP, but 
discussions at regular internal meetings have still benefited the work a lot. For instance, 
comments from both expert panel members and other SHARP researchers have forced the 
economists to reconsider their interpretations of the empirical results emanating from the 
project, as well as to critically examine the theoretical points of departure in the analysis.  

Fourth, in the original research plan we argued for relatively extensive integration 
between the in-depth studies conducted within project #3 on the one hand, and the empirical 
(mass data) investigations performed in primarily projects #4 and #5 on the other. However, 
so far this integration has not been as extensive as anticipated. For instance, in the joint survey 
people were asked to estimate their time spent on waste sorting activities (project #4). From 
the time diary analyses (project #3) it follows, though, that handling the waste is not 
necessarily a single activity; instead households perceive sorting of waste as integrated into 
other activities such as cooking, cleaning and dish washing. While the latter finding is far 
from surprising, we have not yet figured out how the study of allocation of time within the 
household will proceed and, in particular, integrate the methodological approaches of projects 
#3 and #4, and how the researchers in project #4 can draw from the results of the time diaries 
in their aggregate analyses. The above shows, we argue, that we probably underestimated the 
difficulties in integrating ‘context-rich’ research efforts with research focusing on the study of 
a large sample of households. Still, this integrative work forms part of the initial project plan, 
and will (according to this plan) be pursued with more stamina during 2006. An essential 
research question of this work will be to investigate what the implications are for recycling 
policy if waste sorting is seen not as a single activity but rather as an integrative part of 
different ‘projects’ that household members undertake (e.g., producing nice and quiet meals, 
pleasant TV nights in the living room, visits at the local supermarket etc.).  

Finally, in relation to the relative lack of integration between project #3 and the other 
projects, we also note the existence of a (perhaps) more problematic and ontologically based 
disparity concerning our understanding of the concept “household”. The SHARP researchers 
clearly agree on basic preconditions such as the notions that households are people living 
together in the same place of residence (“bostadshushåll”);8 household members share 
resources and may also have common aims. A household is also a place where values and 
attitudes are formed collectively (e.g., Silverstone, 1992). In the original research plan it is 
stated that:  
 

                                                 

7 This cooperation has also resulted in ‘spin-off’ research activities. See in particular, Lundmark (2005), who 
analyzes the ethical foundations of the NEP-scale.  
8 This is the most commonly accepted definition of a “household” in Sweden. See, for instance, MIS 1988:3.  
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“[w]ithin the program we also aim at developing a common understanding of households as 
a scientific concept, and by doing this we can contribute to both our disciplinary research 
fields and to policy […].” 

 
Of course, this is clearly a cross-disciplinary research undertaking, but in practice our efforts 
in this regard can (at least so far) best be described as multi-disciplinary. In particular the 
different disciplines’ understanding of household behaviour can be split up into (at least) two 
different approaches. The first one (represented primarily by project #3) focuses on why 
households have ‘chosen’ to organize their daily activities in specific ways (e.g., through 
power relations, gender contracts etc.) (e.g., Wihlborg and Skill, 2005), while the other 
approach (predominant in the research efforts conducted in, for instance, project IV), deals 
more with how households choose to alter behaviour given their current ways of organizing 
their everyday life (and deals thus less with the underlying reasons behind this ‘organizational 
structure’). At this interim stage of the program we feel that attempts to ‘merge’ these overall 
approaches would not necessarily be fruitful; rather they complement each other. Still, we 
also foresee that an integrative approach analyzing if and then also how policy instruments 
can fundamentally alter households’ ways of organizing their sustainable activities. Such a 
research effort would aim, though, primarily at drawing from the different perspectives in a 
synthesis of research results rather than to attempt to combine the different approaches into a 
single, joint approach.  

In sum, the above shows examples of successful integrative research activities, but also 
examples where the integration has taken on other paths than originally anticipated. The latter 
situation is partly due to fundamental differences in theoretical and methodological 
approaches and partly due to the fact that our investigations have indicated that the original 
plans for integration were deemed not to be the right way to go ahead, neither from a research 
perspective nor from a policy perspective. We do not see this as a sign of failure; rather it 
indicates to us that the character of the inter-disciplinary research cooperation will (or perhaps 
even must) largely be formed during the research process (rather than before the start of the 
program). We tend to agree with Albert Einstein, who is supposed to have stated: "If we knew 
what it was we were doing, it would not be called research, would it?" 

 
4. Ensuring the Policy Relevance of the SHARP Program: Challenges and 
Approaches 
4.1 Some Preconditions for Inter-Disciplinary, Policy-relevant Research  
As was noted above, the perception of knowledge production, problem formulation, and 
presentation of results etc., can differ significantly across different scientific disciplines. Such 
differences may be at least as great when comparing scientific knowledge with the type of 
practical knowledge typically demanded by research funding agencies in the environmental 
field (and ultimately by policy makers). In this section we discuss how we have tried to 
integrate this demand into the program research.  

It should first be acknowledged that we have not had extensive discussions within the 
research group of what we mean by ‘policy-relevant’ research. Still, it is useful at this stage to 
introduce an important distinction between ‘policy recommendation’ and ‘policy implication’. 
In practice it may be hard to distinguish between these two concepts, but generally we argue 
that a policy recommendation provides more specific guidelines about what policy makers 
ought to (and ought not to) do. A policy implication, on the other hand, merely provides 
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knowledge that is deemed to be relevant when policy is to be implemented. For instance, the 
conclusion that environmental policy should rely more heavily on economic instruments 
(since the research results indicate that such instruments have a more pronounced effect on 
behavior) would be a policy recommendation. A related policy implication could be that if the 
government chooses to increase the use of economic instruments it needs to recognize that 
this ‘external’ incentive may ‘crowd-out’ any intrinsic motivation to undertake sustainable 
household activities. Empirically, this policy implication could be derived from empirical 
tests of the so-called ‘crowding’ hypothesis (e.g., Frey and Jegen, 2001). We believe it is fair 
to conclude that the research conducted within SHARP aims at generating knowledge that can 
be used to derive policy implications in the environmental field, but we do not attempt to 
outline specific recommendations about policy design. Thus, the aim is not to direct policy 
makers but rather to raise their awareness about the possible impacts of different policy 
instruments on household behavior.  

Nevertheless, even a focus on ‘policy implications’ (as defined above) is not necessarily 
something commonly accepted among all scientific disciplines. For instance, political science 
always has to struggle with its relation to policy relevance since it primarily involves the 
study of (rather than for) policy. There exists always the fear of making policy rather than 
science; even the way in which research problems and questions are formulated can seldom 
be claimed to be entirely policy-neutral. Overall we believe that this issue can not be solved at 
the start of the program, but needs to be the topic of several deliberations within the research 
group forming an integral part of the program’s ‘research culture’.  

The contextual biases in the qualitative studies also make policy statements more 
problematic. We believe it is fair to assert that the demand for policy relevant research 
(expressed by, for instance, SEPA representatives), often presumes a certain (or perhaps even 
large) degree of generalization of household behavior. Put bluntly, policy makers would likely 
not be helped much by research results stating that “all households are different and it all 
depends on the context.” Still, a maintained hypothesis of the entire SHARP program is that 
households do differ, and policy will probably have to face the fact that different groups of 
households can respond to policy instruments in distinctly different ways.9 For this reason we 
also want to combine ‘context-rich’ in-depth studies of households with more extensive and 
analyses using large samples of households. As noted above, this has perhaps been more 
difficult than we anticipated but we still believe it is necessary to accomplish such integration.  

In the program, the above ‘research strategy’ has been partly fulfilled by concentrating 
the empirical investigation (almost) solely on households in four Swedish municipalities 
rather than on Swedish households in general. This permits, we argue, an opportunity to com-
bine, for instance, mass surveys with rather detailed information about infrastructure, political 
climate, media coverage, and environmental policy design. It also gives us the option to 
follow-up changes in policies in a city during the course of the program, and/or specific 

                                                 
9 This notion builds also on previous research conducted by the SHARP researchers (see, for instance, Berglund, 
2003, paper #4). It is also worth noting that at one of the hearings at SEPA (in May 2003) before the program 
was granted funding, one of the SEPA representatives expressed concern about this conclusion, since (roughly) 
“it is unrealistic to implement different types of policy instruments for different households.” Our response was 
(in brief): “Yes, policy may often not be differentiated in this way but in some areas policy may still need to 
acknowledge (in some way or another) the fact that households are heterogeneous. An important research task of 
SHARP is to point to situations and policy areas where such considerations could be particularly important.” We 
maintain this view also today.  
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information campaigns that encourage households to respond to existing policy instruments. 
In addition, this approach gave us the opportunity to interact more closely with practitioners. 
 
4.2 The Role of Practitioners in the Expert Panel 
In order to address the demand for policy relevant research results and to encourage and 
excavate our multi- and cross-disciplinary collaboration we invited practitioners from the four 
municipalities to join the SHARP expert panel. These representatives are briefly presented in 
the Appendix. Their roles in the program are multi-fold. We see that some of their main 
contributions to the program lie in: (a) acting as ‘experts’ on the empirical context within 
which the households investigated exist (e.g., infrastructure, policy design etc.); (b) providing 
advance information about changes in policy instruments that can serve as the basis for 
‘before-after’ investigations; and (c) assisting the researchers in their interpretation of results 
reported in the investigations. We do not see the practitioners’ primary role as acting as 
clients, who ‘purchase’ research results that they feel are needed in their daily work. 
However, we do constantly search for topics/issues where the research interest and the policy 
interest go hand in hand.  

In preparing for this paper we decided to conduct short interviews with our four 
municipal representatives, asking about their views on the role they play in the reference 
group and on the research work conducted within the program. The responses from the 
representatives were in general positive and anticipating after having participated in the expert 
panel for about a year and mainly in two reference group meetings and one workshop (see 
below). It is worth noting that none of the representatives have been absent from any meeting. 
They all claim that they face issues strongly related to our research focus in their daily work, 
and this is also the main motivation for accepting to join the expert panel.10 The household 
approach is an import aspect of the Agenda 21 work in all the municipalities and they think 
that they lack enough knowledge and information on how to handle these issues.  

All representatives see a potential for the research results gained. However, they all said 
that the results presented so far often have been “too academic”, especially when presented in 
English (this has been the case when the full reference group has met). They also see a 
potential for more integrated participation on their part in the formulation and implementation 
of our second survey. They were somewhat critical about the process before our first survey, 
where their role mainly concerned the sample and not the design of questions. For this reason 
a special workshop is planned during the autumn of 2006, at which the design of the survey 
will be discussed. An important objective of this workshop will be to discuss ways in which 
the policy and research interests can be integrated into the survey.  

It has also become clear from our meetings – as well as from the interviews – that the 
four municipalities in part face different problems when formulating and implementing policy 
instruments targeted towards households. These differences emerge partly from contextual 
conditions and socio-economic situations but also from the internal municipal organisation. 
Thus, the “administrators” and their policy makers often have very different “action space” 
for policy making. Differences in the potential for introducing the same type of policy 
instrument have been discussed at the expert panel meetings (e.g., parking fees in city centres 

                                                 
10 The representative from the municipality of Piteå also stated that she has good experiences from earlier 
research cooperation (on household recycling) with the scholars in project #4, and she has been eager to pursue 
this cooperation further.  
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and demands for public transportation). City growth and expansion opens for more strategic 
city planning integrating all aspects of sustainable development at an early stage, but this is 
harder to accomplish in cities with stagnant population growths. Clearly these types of issues 
need to be integrated in the research efforts that lie ahead.  

Several practitioners from the four selected Swedish municipalities have (apart from the 
reference group meetings) also been invited to discuss the research findings at open 
workshops. Since the start of the program the SHARP researchers have been involved in 
arranging three open workshops/seminars involving external contributions and presentations: 
(a) Workshop on “Sustainable Households” at Linköping University, May 2004; (b) 
SHARP/FLIPP workshop at the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, Stockholm, 
September 2004; and (c) an open seminar presenting preliminary results of the joint postal 
survey, Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, Stockholm, November 2004. The last of 
these occasions was particularly focused on practitioners at SEPA and the four municipalities. 
The seminar was held partly to anchor the results among representatives from the 
municipalities and to maintain the discussions with practitioners; a total of 35 people 
(including 8 practitioners from our four municipalities and 20 employees of SEPA) attended 
this seminar.  
 
5. Final Comments 
The present demand for “research for sustainable development” represents a major challenge 
for the scientific community but also for research funding agencies such as SEPA. 
Researchers must plan for – and pursue – research programs that (in essential parts) are multi- 
and cross-disciplinary, policy relevant and, of course, of high scientific quality. Within the 
SHARP program we recognize that today the household is largely a ‘black box’ from an 
environmental policy perspective, and this calls for, we argue, a combination of ‘context-rich’ 
in-depth studies of households with more extensive and analyses using large samples of 
households. However, while we maintain that this approach is appropriate for our purposes it 
should also be clear from the above that the implementation of this approach has in parts been 
more difficult than we thought it would be at the start.  

Research funding agencies, on their part, need to discuss what they can and should 
expect from these types of research programs. It is interesting (and perhaps even a bit 
worrying) that most research funding agencies in the environmental field strongly encourage 
multi- and cross-disciplinary research, but they seldom spell out why this is important and 
what we should expect from these research endeavors.11 Our experiences from SHARP 
indicate that it is hard a priori to stipulate exactly how the inter-disciplinary cooperation 
within the program will be structured and which paths it will take. This implies, though, that it 
is important to evaluate such research programs ex post to learn from the good and the bad 
experiences.  
 

 

 

                                                 
11 See, for instance, www.naturvardsverket.se/dokument/omverket/forskn/namnd/namnddok/tvar.pdf, which is 
SEPAs policy for the promotion of multi- and cross-disciplinary research.  
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Appendix: The Expert Panel (Reference Group) of the SHARP Program 

(2004/2005) 

Academic research representatives 

JOHN THOGERSEN, Professor of Economic Psychology, Department of Marketing, 

Informatics and Statistics, Aarhus School of Business, Denmark.  

ANDREW DOBSON, Professor of Politics, Department of Government and Politics, Open 

University, United Kingdom.  

HELENA SHANAHAN, Associate Professor of Home Economics, Department of Home 

Economics, Gothenburg University, Sweden.  

JONAS CHRISTENSEN, Ph.D. Environmental Law, City of Uppsala, Sweden.  

Representatives from the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency 

ERIK WESTIN, Product and Waste Unit, Department of Environmental Law, Swedish 

Environmental Protection Agency, Stockholm, Sweden. (later replaced by CECILIA 

PETERSÉN). 

LARS DRAKE, Ph.D., Environmental Economics Unit, Department of Sustainable Societal 

Development, Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, Stockholm, Sweden. (later 

replaced by ERIKA BUDH).  

Representatives from the four Swedish municipalities 

ANNIKA FRIBERG, Agenda 21 co-ordinator, City of Gothenburg, Sweden.  

JOHANNA PETTERSSON, Agenda 21 co-ordinator, City of Huddinge, Sweden. 

LARS WENNERSTÅL, Head of the Environment and Health Department, City of Växjö, 

Sweden.  

ÅSA WIKMAN, Environmental inspector, City of Piteå, Sweden.  
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