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‘It always does seem to me that I am 
doing more work than I should do.  

It is not that I object to the work, mind 
you; I like work: it fascinates me.  
I can sit and look at it for hours.’ 

― Three men in a boat (1889) by 
Jerome K. Jerome 
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Abstract 

Several of Sweden’s municipalities have coordinated some of their urban 
development in dialogues processes to increase the fulfillment of stated 
sustainability goals (SGs). This thesis aims to increase the knowledge of 
how coordination occurs within a Competitive Dialogue Process (CDP) 
between and within the municipality and the building actors.  

To translate from the series of activities present in the municipalities 
building process to how the municipality coordinate towards fulfilling 
stated sustainability goals, I have used my understanding of Henry 
Mintzberg’s (1979) coordination mechanisms (CMs): Direct supervision, 
Mutual adjustment, Standardization of skills & norms, work, and 
outcome. The CMs are directly connected to if coordination occurs in an 
organization (means of coordination), while other concepts such as 
decentralization/centralization (Mintzberg, 1979; Thompson, 1967; 
March & Simon, 1958; et al.) are not directly connected to coordination 
(conditions for coordination). Decentralization/centralization within an 
organization can create coordination, but it is not certain since an 
organization could, for example, be decentralized and have no 
coordination.  

With the coordination mechanisms and the concepts of means of 
coordination/conditions for coordination, I have conducted a deductive 
case study with interviews and workshops with Luleå kommun, five 
other comparison municipalities, and selected building actors present in 
Luleå kommuns CDP “Nature town”.  

The major findings from the thesis are:  

- A mapping of a series of activities in the CDP, where two stages 
occurred: The criteria formulation and the follow-up/checking.  

- When the CMs are applied to the activities within the CDP, a trend 
emerged where standardization was more visible at the criteria 
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formulation stage. Since CMs are means of coordination, the lack of 
standardization in the later stage of the CDP could impact the fulfillment 
of stated SGs.  

- A vertical dimension was introduced where the activities were 
categorized as either mandatory or optional. Since the division between 
mandatory/optional is a form of decentralization, it is also a condition for 
coordination; It is not directly connected to the coordination within the 
CDP, and the vertical CMs in the CDP needs to be further investigated 
to study the impact of vertical dimension in the fulfillment of the stated 
goals.  

- This thesis lacks the perspective of consciousness in coordination. I have 
applied CMs to the CDPs activities; however, it is my analysis in 
retrospect of how the building actor(s) and the representatives from the 
municipality described the CDP and their actions. Further research needs 
to be done on the level of consciousness of the building actor(s) and the 
representatives from the municipality when they act towards the stated 
SGs.  
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Sammanfattning 

Flera av Sveriges kommuner har valt att koordinera sin stadsutveckling 
genom dialogsprocesser för att öka uppfyllandet av ställda 
hållbarhetskriterier. Den här uppsatsens mål är att öka förståelsen för 
hur kommuner koordinerar sin konkurrensutsatta dialogsprocess 
mellan kommunen och byggaktörer.  

För att översätta den kommunala byggprocessens aktiviteter från en 
serie av aktiviteter till hur koordineringen mot ställda hållbarhetsmål 
egentligen går till användes Mintzbergs (1979) 
samordningsmekanismer. De består av: direkt övervakning (direct 
supervision), ömsesidig anpassning (mutual adjustment) och 
standardisering av: kompetens och värderingar (skills and norms), 
arbetsprocesser (work processes) och resultat (outcome). 
Samordningsmekanismerna är direkt kopplade till om samordning sker 
i en organisation (medel för samordning), medan andra begrepp som 
decentralisering/centralisering (Mintzberg, 1979; Thompson, 1967; 
March & Simon, 1958; et al) inte är direkt kopplade till samordning 
(villkor för samordning). Decentralisering/centralisering inom en 
organisation kan skapa samordning, men inte nödvändigtvis eftersom 
en organisation skulle kunna vara decentraliserad och samtidigt inte 
uppnå samordning. 

Med hjälp av samordningsmekanismerna har jag genomfört en deduktiv 
fallstudie med intervjuer och workshops med Luleå kommun, fem 
kontrasterande kommuner och utvalda byggaktörer som deltog i Luleå 
kommuns stadsutvecklingsprojekt Kronandalen.  

Det främsta resultatet från studien är följande:  

- En kartläggning av aktiviteterna i den konkurrensutsatta 
dialogsprocessen och en uppdelning av dessa aktiviteter i 
antingen: Kriterieformuleringen eller uppföljningen/kontrollen. 
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- När den samordningsmekanismerna tillämpas på aktiviteterna 
inom den konkurrensutsatta dialogsprocessen uppstod en trend 
där standardisering var mer synlig vid kriterie-
formuleringsstadiet. Eftersom samordningsmekanismerna är ett 
sätt att samordna, kan bristen på standardisering i det senare 
skedet av den konkurrensutsatta dialogsprocessen ha en in-
verkan på uppfyllandet av angivna hållbarhetsmålen. 
 

- En vertikal dimension infördes där aktiviteterna kategoriserades 
som antingen obligatoriska eller frivilliga. Eftersom 
uppdelningen mellan obligatoriskt/valfritt är en form av 
decentralisering är det också en förutsättning för samordning. 
Detta innebär att det inte är direkt kopplat till samordningen inom 
den konkurrensutsatta dialogsprocessen och de vertikala 
samordningsmekanismerna behöver därför undersökas närmare 
i den konkurrensutsatta dialogsprocessen för att studera effekten 
av vertikal dimension för att uppfylla de angivna målen. 
 

- Den här avhandlingen saknar medvetandeperspektiv i 
koordination. Jag har bland annat tillämpat det teoretiska 
perspektivet av samordningsmekanismer på verksamheten i den 
konkurrensutsatta dialogsprocessen, men det är min analys i 
efterhand av hur byggaktör och representanterna från kommunen 
beskrev processen och deras agerande. Ytterligare forskning 
behöver göras om medvetenhetsnivån hos byggaktör och 
representanterna från kommunen när de agerar gentemot de 
angivna hållbarhetsmålen. 

. 
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1. Introduction 

When studying and mapping the sustainable strive in Sweden’s 
municipalities’ urban development, two questions occur 1) why do they 
strive for it? 2) And how do they execute it? With answers to those two 
questions, we can start to address how to map the process to replicate 
the method for future projects and inspire other municipalities to drive 
the development of more sustainability within urban development? The 
position in this thesis is that a lucid and clear map of the planning process 
supports the development of methods that can aid in fulfilling 
sustainability goals. 

To answer why municipalities strive for it, we need a brief 
understanding of the historical context from where the municipality’s 
work routines originated to where we are now. One of the most vital 
regulatory documents the government uses to implement a higher level 
of sustainability in the urban constructions in Sweden’s municipality(s) 
is Sweden’s planning and building act (PBA). It is a law regarding the 
planning and construction processes. The early versions of PBA were 
founded at the beginning of the twentieth century to prevent ill-planned 
land exploitation and poor living standards and have undergone several 
changes. However, the common denominator has been defending social 
and ecological sustainability and values favoring the landowner’s right 
to exploit their property and economic sustainability (Blücher, 2006). 
Those sustainable values refer to as sustainability goals (SGs). From the 
municipality’s perspective, the goal is to reach local SGs, increase 
housing stock, strive for carbon neutrality, better green architecture, and 
social responsibility, and be an attractive city for building actors. It is also 
important to point out that many municipalities historically have been 
buying up many lands to control the development of their towns (SOU 
2021:23, s. 112), and it has, therefore – in many cases – been the 
municipalities that have taken the responsibility to execute the SGs. For 
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example, the global program Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development (Agenda 2030) and interpreting PBA.  

We need to see the context to answer how municipalities strive to achieve 
the SGs. Sweden’s municipalities study and get inspired by good 
examples from other municipalities and learn from other municipalities’ 
successful projects. However, the municipality can only tailor parts of 
the planning process. The municipality must relate to several predefined 
conditions when selling land to a building actor(s) to construct a building 
fulfilling stated SGs. Those predefined conditions are observable 
through two levels: 1) mandatory activities defined by PBA (detailed 
development plan, building permit, and land transfer agreement), and 2) 
flexible and optional activities where the municipality can select and 
design (beyond proclamations in the detailed development plan). Since 
there are 290 municipalities in Sweden, there are – at least – 290 answers 
to how to execute it. The way the municipality allocates its land can direct 
building actors to fulfill stated SGs, and there are three main tendencies 
in how land is given: 1) direct allocation (Direktanvisning), 2) 
competition (Markanvisningstävling), or 3) a competitive dialogue 
process (Dialogprocess). Direct selection is when the municipality selects 
one or a couple of building actors (s) and gives them the right to buy 
land. It is often strictly regulated by municipal policy documents to 
properties with unique attributes. Competition is an anonymous 
procedure where the selection is based on proposals from different 
building actors. It is often used in prestigious sites in bigger cities with 
significant architectural attributes. A competitive dialogue process is a 
forum where the municipality invites non-anonymous building actors to 
propose how to fulfill stated SGs for a specific property. The municipality 
selects the proposals they believe most align with their stated SGs.  

This study focuses on land allocation processes through a competitive 
dialogue. Competitive dialogue processes are trending in Swedish 
municipalities and are commonly used to increase sustainability in urban 
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development. However, it can be tricky for the municipality to 
coordinate the building actor and make them increase their sustainability 
goal fulfillment. Therefore, different dialogues between the municipality 
and the building actor have been implemented to encourage the building 
actor to participate and contribute to greater sustainability goal 
fulfillment. This study uses the term Competitive Dialogue Process 
(CDP) when referring to previously described phenomena. 

1.1 The connection between organizational theory and the 
Competitive Dialogue Process (CDP) 

The CDP is observable through the theoretical lens of organizational 
theory. The modern take on organizational theory originates from the 
industrial revolution, and it primarily consists of formal structures and 
is studied by Weber (1922), Taylor (1903), and Fayol (1916). They studied 
how a company could create a more productive production line through 
formal structures, hierarchies, bureaucracy, and standardization. Formal 
structures were the trend until the mid-twenty century when informal 
means of coordination got increased attention. However, the reason for 
organizing was the same: to get a predictable process with a predictable 
outcome. A significant development in understanding the informal part 
of coordination was identifying different means of coordination: plan 
(formal) and feedback (informal) (March and Simon, 1958). The two 
categorizations of coordination were refined in the sixties with the 
classifications: planning (formal), coordination by standardization, and 
coordination by mutual adjustment (informal) (Thompson, 1967). The 
previous research done by March & Simon, and Thompson on the means 
of coordination inspired Mintzberg (1973) to develop his Coordination 
Mechanisms (CMs). Mintzberg (1973) states that an organization could 
either be coordinated through mutual adjustment (informal means of 
coordination), direct supervision (formal means of coordination), or 
standardization (of skills & norms, work, and outcome). Mintzberg 
(1973) also elaborates on decentralization within the organization, both 
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vertically and horizontally. Decentralization describes inter-
organizational structures and intra-organizational horizontal 
coordination and could describe the relationship between the 
municipality and the building actor. Until recent years, organizational 
research has focused on land allocation processes in Swedish 
municipalities; therefore, there are few previous studies in the area. Since 
the building actor(s) cannot affect how the planning process is 
structured, the building actor(s) need to reduce the uncertainty before 
attaining the land (Olander & Landin, 2008). Bröchner et al. (2020) 
instead pinpoint the need for better interdepartmental coordination 
between the departments in the municipality to reach SGs. Until recent 
years, organizational research has focused on land allocation processes 
in Swedish municipalities; therefore, there are few previous studies in 
the area. Since the building actor(s) cannot affect how the planning 
process is structured, the building actor(s) need to reduce the uncertainty 
before attaining the land (Olander & Landin 2008). Bröchner et al. (2020) 
instead pinpoint the need for better interdepartmental coordination 
between the departments in the municipality to reach SGs.  

1.2 Aim and scope of the thesis  

This thesis aims to increase the knowledge of how coordination occurs 
within a Competitive Dialogue Process (CDP) between and within the 
municipality and the building actors.  

RQ1: How is the CDP between the municipality and the building 
actors coordinated to achieve stated sustainability goals? 

RQ2: What impact do mandatory and optional activities within the 
CDP have on achieving stated sustainability goals? 

The empirical data were gathered within the frame of a case study to 
answer the RQs. By identifying coordination mechanism(s) and activities 
that apply at different points in the CDP, the development of the CDP 
over time is represented in a process map. By proposing a transparent 
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process map of the CDP, other municipalities can use it to analyze their 
CDP and develop it.  

The case study is used to investigate the development of the CDP 
between municipal and building actors involved in a land allocation 
process in Luleå kommun (Luleå municipality) and how Luleå’s CDP 
compares to other municipalities with similar land allocation processes. 
The research approach is abductive, where the theory originates from a 
discovered problem, and the theory was used as a basis for formulating 
the RQs investigated in the case study.  

This study is a collaborative project between the Luleå University of 
Technology and Luleå kommun. The main focus of the study is a CDP 
developed for the urban area of Nature Town in Luleå. The CDP used 
for Nature Town is compared with five other selected Swedish 
municipalities’ CDPs. The selection of municipalities was governed by 
the number of residents, the size of educational facilities, and if they used 
a dialogue process like Luleå kommuns’. In addition to the studied 
municipalities’ perspective, a selection of the building actors involved in 
the urban area Nature town and the specific CDP for that area were 
purposefully chosen. The study’s sample of building actors consisted of 
whether the building actors were 1. Selected, 2. declined, or 3. were 
selected by the municipality but declined by themselves. This sampling 
tactic addressed the width of different perspectives of building actors, 
including those whose proposals were accepted, those whose proposals 
were declined, and those who were accepted but decided not to realize 
their proposals. The gathering of empirical material took place between 
spring 2019 and autumn 2021.  
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1.3 Structure of the thesis 

The thesis is a collective dissertation consisting of one conference paper 
(referred to as Paper 1) and a journal article (referred to as paper 2), 
attached in the appendix. 

Paper 1: Törnå, N., Lidelöw, S., Stehn, L. (2020). A coordination 
perspective on dialogue processes between planners and developers in a 
sustainable urban development project. IOP Conference Series: Earth 
and Environmental Science, Volume 588, 1.15 – 1.19. 

The study aimed to depict and analyze a developer dialogue process 
used by a Swedish LPA in an ongoing sustainable urban development 
project through the theoretical lens of organizational coordination 
mechanisms. Particular focus was placed on exploring how planners and 
developers interact while negotiating and implementing locally defined 
sustainability priorities. As the first author of this paper, I contributed to 
the collection and analysis of empirical data and was responsible for 
writing and developing illustrations in the paper.  

Paper 2: Candel, M., Törnå, N. (2021). Housing developers’ perceived 
barriers to implementing municipal sustainability requirements in 
Swedish sustainability-profiled districts. Journal of Housing and the 
Built Environment. 2021, 1-29.  

The paper aimed to explore housing developers’ perceived barriers to 
implementing municipal sustainability requirements in their projects, 
which ultimately constrain possibilities for municipalities to drive 
sustainable development. Findings are based on case studies of two 
sustainability-profiled district developments in different Swedish 
municipalities. The main barriers the developers perceived were (1) 
increased costs when adapting to unforeseen changes that constrain 
project budgets and (2) conflicting interests and objectives between 
interdependent actors. As the second author of this paper, I contributed 
to the gathered empirical data regarding the CDP used by Luleå 
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kommun and an analysis of the barriers perceived by developers 
involved in the CDP.  

1.3.1 Theory 
The chapter describes the theoretical position to analyze the gathered 
empirical material. I define the concepts of coordination mechanisms, 
decentralization level, interdependencies, activities, and coordination 
between and within the two parties. A theoretical frame of references is 
presented to illustrate the theory.  

1.3.2 Method 
The chapter defines the methodologic approach of the thesis and 
elaborates on the case study’s qualitative research approach. The 
researcher’s background (bias, education) impact is discussed, and an 
elaboration of the selection process of the informants participating in the 
case study.  

1.3.3 Findings 
The chapter presents the collective findings of the study, including 
findings from the two appended papers that are relevant to the RQs of 
the thesis.  

1.3.4 Discussion and conclusions 
The chapter presents a discussion and conclusions from the findings and 
ideas for further research within the field.  

5534394_Inlaga_3okt.indd   195534394_Inlaga_3okt.indd   19 2022-10-05   10:362022-10-05   10:36



Mapping coordination within a competitive dialogue process 

8 
 

5534394_Inlaga_3okt.indd   205534394_Inlaga_3okt.indd   20 2022-10-05   10:362022-10-05   10:36



Theory 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
9 

 

2. Theory 

This chapter defines the theoretical perspective, and the history of organizational 
theory will be presented alongside critical concepts like Coordination 
mechanisms, means of coordination, and conditions for coordination.  

2.1 A brief history of organizational theory: the search for 
uncertainty 

Interest in how an organization organizes is old and is probably a sign of 
civilization; when a group of people tries to achieve something, they 
need to organize their work. Modern organization theory dates back to 
the 50s when the focus went from a formal way of organizing, with the 
founding fathers in Weber, Taylor, and Fayols’ studies of the 
organization and its structure, towards interest in the informal part of 
the organization. However, several researchers, such as Chester Barnard, 
studied informal coordination means before the 50s. Nevertheless, the 
main reason behind the interest for organizations is still the same for the 
old school as for the new generations consisting, among others, March & 
Simon, Thompson, and Mintzberg: to create a predictable process with a 
predictable outcome (Melin & Axelsson, 2005). A critical factor is 
understanding uncertainty in the organization, which occurs and needs 
controlling in all organizations. However, it is unavoidable, and 
uncertainty is similar to friction that holds the cars’ wheels to the road 
but consumes more fuel (Stark, 2009).  

2.2 Coordination of the organization 

March & Simon ( 1958) paved the way for a new way of studying the 
organization, which in this thesis is seen as an identifiable social unit 
that, through coordinated activities, strives to fulfill a common goal 
(Weick, 1979). The scientific field of organizational theory has influenced 
various fields, for example, information systems and formal/informal 
structures (Bromiley, Koumakhov, & Rousseau, 2019). Some of those 
ideas were studied by Thompson (Thompson, 1967), a historical anchor 
in coordination theory (Barbini & Masino, 2017). Thompson studied the 
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interdependencies between activities within an organization. 
Understanding the interdependencies within an organization is vital. 
Without interdependence, there is no need to coordinate (Beuselinck, 
Verhoest, & Bouckaert, 2007). Thompson stated three different 
arrangements of interdependencies: pooled when they occur parallel to 
a future activity or need to happen before a particular activity; sequential 
when they follow each other; and reciprocal when they behave in a 
looping manner. A key takeaway from Thompson’s work is his 
reflections on uncertainties; he points out that uncertainties will occur 
when two or more parts try to achieve something, and the important 
thing is finding ways of controlling and coordinating (ibid). Mintzberg 
(1979) took inspiration from both Thompson and March & Simon, among 
other things, when he laid forward his ideas of how the organization is 
structured. Organizational structure is the formal configuration among 
actors regarding the division of assignments, duties, and authority 
(Galbraith, 1987). Both (Thompson, 1967) and (Galbraith, 1987) stats that 
lateral relations or mutual adjustment are not preferred since it is more 
costly than scheduling, routines and standardization, and general 
activity planning. Mintzberg divides the organization into three 
dimensions: (1) the structure (simple structure, machine bureaucracy, 
professional bureaucracy, division aided form, and adhocracy), (2) 
coordination mechanisms (CMs), and (3) the level of the organizations’ 
decentralization (Luneborg, 2012). The choice of CMs and level 
decentralization constitutes what structure the organization should use 
(ibid). The arrangement of interdependencies in an organization helps to 
understand the activities in the municipal planning process. Many 
activities in the planning process need coordination by the municipality, 
which is a rather complex net of activities, and the arrangement 
presented by Thompson can aid the identification in the analysis part 
and the resulting map of the CDP.  

Mintzberg (1979) states the CMs in an organization to be either mutual 
adjustment (informal communication between colleagues and other 
informal relationships), direct supervision (rules, policies, and orders), 
or standardization. The first two CMs interpret as informal, formal 
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means of coordination, and the third one, standardization, could be 
divided into standardization of skills (and norms, later added), work, 
and output. Those CMs arrange in different patterns, much like 
Thompson’s arrangement of interdependencies. Mintzberg divides 
interdependencies into four subgroups: workflow interdependencies 
(relationships between operating tasks), process interdependencies 
(operators in different sectors talking to each other), scale 
interdependencies (e.g., one key operator has smaller tasks in many 
processes), and social interdependencies (the compromise between 
objective factors of the workflow and subjective factors). The 
organizations’ decentralization is also a vital point, and Mintzberg states 
three different forms: vertical decentralization (hierarchy where the 
chain of command goes from top to bottom), horizontal decentralization 
(an organization where the chain of command spreads throughout the 
whole structure), and selective decentralization (where the decision-
making delegates to a part in the organization). In addition, Mintzberg 
(1979) states that an organization consists of five sections: strategic apex, 
middle line, technostructure, support staff, and an operative core. 
Depending on the organization’s structure, the different sections of the 
organization vary in prominence. The concepts of coordination 
mechanisms and decentralization are used for analyzing the data 
collected in this study. The understanding of CMs determined in this 
section is directly transformed into different analytical codes, and the 
understanding of the concept of decentralization aids the understanding 
of mandatory/optional activities in the CDP. The CMs contribute to 
understanding how the municipality coordinates the CDP, and 
categorizing the different CMs within the CDP will help map the process.  

It is easy to assume that informal organizations only occur in smaller 
projects with fewer participators; after all, coordination through 
conversation is easier (Barnard, 1938), and when the business grows, a 
formal organization introduces. However, as Mintzberg comments in his 
book structuring of organizations (1979), this is only partly true since 
very complicated operations, like a moon landing, need a good portion 
of informality to work. Formal company policies sometimes block 

5534394_Inlaga_3okt.indd   235534394_Inlaga_3okt.indd   23 2022-10-05   10:362022-10-05   10:36



Mapping coordination within a competitive dialogue process 

12 
 

informal means of coordination; however, since informal means of 
coordination are considered faster, several companies have not 
implemented any formal means of coordination (1989). The focus on 
informal means of coordination has grown in post-war time. A definition 
formulated in the late 80s sees informal coordination as cross-
departmental relations, informal communication, and socialization in an 
organization (Martinez & Jarillo, 1989). However, the organizational 
theory searches for taxonomy (Sanchez, 1993), and different informal 
means of coordination classifications have been thoroughly researched.  

A recurring focus is the gap between informal and formal coordination 
with software or dedicated spaces where informal communication can 
occur but not combine all formal and informal coordination in a single 
artifact (Boden, Rosswog, Stevens, & Wulf, 2014). The research has gone 
from formal to focusing on unstudied informal means of coordination 
and the gap between the two means. The dissimilarity between informal 
and formal impact power is that formal coordination consists of the 
actors’ spot in the hierarchy, and informal coordination impact power 
lies in communication configurations and social relations (Hossain & 
Wu, 2009). Coordination needs to be formal and informal, scientific and 
human relation oriented (Osifo, 2013). The means of coordination 
described in this section help understand and plot the 
mandatory/optional activities in the CDP. 

In most cases, the CMs formulated by Mintzberg (1979) can be labeled 
either formal or informal, where direct supervision is formal, and mutual 
adjustment is an informal way of coordinating. The three ways of 
standardization (skills and norms, process, and outcome) are less 
transparent, where some of the activities defined as standardization are 
labeled informal, and others as formal means of coordination. Therefore, 
in this study, each activity is labeled in the sense of decentralization 
(mandatory/optional activities) and means of coordination. 

When studying the previously done research on coordination, 
coordination, cooperation, and collaboration are synonymic in many 
cases (Castañer & Oliveira, 2020). They have different connotations, but 
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they all involve managing interdependencies. In this study, the word 
coordination is used despite the criticism of sounding “mechanical”, 
especially in combination with the following “mechanisms” in the term 
CM (Morgan, 1980). To address this criticism, coordination is, in this 
thesis, defined as a phenomenon that occurs when individuals within an 
organization coordinate activities and manage interdependencies to 
execute shared and mutual goals (Malone & Crowston, 1994). In addition 
to using the word coordination, it is vital to separate the means of 
coordination from the conditions for coordination. An organization can 
have the conditions for coordination, for example, in the form of 
(de)centralization, which can increase the likelihood of working 
coordination, but not necessarily. Conditions for coordination are not 
directly connected to creating the environment for coordination to occur 
(Jacobsson, 2011). However, for example, standardization of work is 
more of a means of coordination and is directly connected to creating the 
environment for coordination to occur (ibid.).  

2.3 Between organizations and actors 

Inter(between)-organizational relations have received considerably less 
research attention than intra(within)-organizational relations have, 
despite Wren (1967) highlighting the need for a focus on the interface 
between organizations already in the 60s. The problems the organization 
encounter differ depending on the dimension; within the organization, it 
meets administration, operators, and general structural issues, and 
between organizations, the problems that occur consist of contextual 
issues, values and norms, and rivals (Osifo, 2013). However, since the 
theory of intra-organizational relations is hard to distinguish from inter-
organizational theory, some of the research on interdependencies and 
coordination mechanisms within the organization could be used to 
describe the link between them. Thompson’s (1967) sequential 
interdependence adapts into chronological actions, and Thompson’s 
concept of “pooled interdependence” could be adapted to the scenario 
when organizations focus on one goal. Such relations could also be 
reciprocal (looping). Notably, interdependencies between organizations 
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could be both operating (in use) or formative. Coordination is further 
investigated by (O’Toole & Mountjoy, 1984), who ties the understanding 
of the organizational interdependencies to the network theory between 
organizations (inter-organizational).  

The organizational theories that focus on organizations’ interfaces may 
be relatively few. However, even fewer organizational studies are related 
to local planning, urban development, and land allocation processes. 
Mintzberg (1996) published a defense for governing management, the 
coordinator of the public administration of new public management 
since he sees himself as a client, not a customer to the public. Bröchner et 
al. (Bröchner, Gregorowicz-Kipszak, Gustafsson, & Hagson, 2020) study 
how coordination strategies can accelerate detailed development 
planning processes. (Bröchner, Gregorowicz-Kipszak, Gustafsson, & 
Hagson, 2020). Such studies are essential and contributing, but they lack 
focus on the gap between formal and informal ways of coordinating the 
process. Examples of studies applying the coordination perspectives of 
Mintzberg are a study by Song and Li (Song & Li, 2016) on cities plans 
for preventing severe consequences due to climate change in China and 
a study by Jamil and Panday (Jamil & Panday, 2012) on the impact of 
informal communication within the planning process in Bangladesh. 
Intra-organizational coordination as vertical coordination (Ahsan & 
Panday, 2013) concludes that informal communication is an excellent 
inter-organizational tool. However, this is different from the Swedish 
context, especially since one main barrier to coordination in Bangladesh 
is public corruption (Jamil & Panday, 2012). The use of horizontal and 
vertical coordination is further investigated in a Swiss environment and 
for regional development policy (Gloersen & Michelet, 2014). Difficulties 
with horizontal coordination in public organizations were studied in the 
United Kingdom and presented as three formal coordination 
mechanisms: directors, detectors, and effectors (James & Nakamura, 
2015).  
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2.4 The theoretical frame of analysis 

The theory chapter presents findings and definitions found in previous 
research, and how those will be used in the analysis are gathered here. 

The introduction chapter introduces two levels of predefined conditions 
of CDP: a mandatory level and an optional level. Between those two 
levels, uncertainties and interdependencies occur that somehow are 
coordinated to fulfill stated SGs. Mintzberg’s (1979) coordination 
mechanisms (direct supervision (formal), mutual adjustment (informal), 
and standardization) were used to describe how Luleå kommun 
coordinates the CDP. With the theoretical understanding from the theory 
chapter, activities in Nature town’s CDP were categorized.  

To understand how the municipality coordinates the CDP, classifying 
what coordination mechanisms are acting between (inter/horizontal 
coordination or intra/vertical coordination) the municipality and 
building actors is of the essence. Mintzbergs’ theory of different levels of 
decentralization of an organization is a tool to identify the 
horizontal/vertical coordination at play in the CDP. A process map can 
be generated with information regarding the level of voluntariness, how 
the activities are coordinated (through CMs), and how the inter- and 
intra-coordination are structured.  
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The idea of the theoretical mapping is to create a vivid and clear map of 
the CDP that can help understand how the municipality manages the 
coordination towards stated SGs, both in the horizontal and vertical 
direction of the CDP. Figure 1 illustrates how the research questions are 
tackled.  

 

  

Figure 1. A generic frame of analysis 
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3. Method 

 

Samuel Vimes dreamed about Clues. He had a jaundiced view of Clues. 
He instinctively distrusted them. They got in the way. And he distrusted 
the kind of person who’d take one look at another man and say in a lordly 
voice to his companion, “Ah, my dear sir, I can tell you nothing except 
that he is a left-handed stonemason who has spent some years in the 
merchant navy and has recently fallen on hard times,” and then unroll a 
lot of supercilious commentary about calluses and stance and the state of 
a man’s boots, when exactly the same comments could apply to a man 
who was wearing his old clothes because he’d been doing a spot of home 
bricklaying for a new barbecue pit, and had been tattooed once when he 
was drunk and seventeen* and in fact got seasick on a wet pavement. 
What arrogance! What an insult to the rich and chaotic variety of the 
human experience! 

― Terry Pratchett, Feet of Clay (1996, p. 204)  

 

In the method chapter, the research approach will be presented. The main case of 
this study will be described alongside the method of gathering the empirical data, 
the course of action when conducting the analysis, and how the quality of the 
study is held high.  

3.1 Defining the approach 

The thesis was conducted through a case study approach consisting of 
an empirical investigation of a specific phenomenon using several data 
sources (Robson, 1993). The study was abductive and underwent several 
phases (see Figure 2):  

The inductive pre-study consisted of interviews with selected 
municipalities in Sweden (creating an external environment monitoring) 
where critical points in different CDPs were identified. The inductive 
pre-study was complemented with consulting documents, where 

5534394_Inlaga_3okt.indd   305534394_Inlaga_3okt.indd   30 2022-10-05   10:362022-10-05   10:36



Method 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
19 

 

internal steering documents, policies, and interpretations of PBA from 
the selected municipalities were studied. In addition, the researchers’ 
field notes from internal meetings within Luleå kommun’s planning 
department were examined. With the help of previous phases, defining 
the problem in this thesis was possible. With the problem defined, a 
deductive process followed where a theoretical lens was adopted. A 
deductive interview series followed with the scope of how Mintzberg’s 
coordination mechanisms can map the coordination in the CDP. 
Findings from the interviews and workshops with the municipalities 
were contrasted through interviews with representatives from the 
building actors.  
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Figure 2. The research project's overall 
timeline and phases 
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3.2 The main case of study  

This research project has been done in close collaboration with Luleå 
kommun. Luleå kommun had a notion that they did not fulfill all their 
sustainability goals (SGs) stated in their land allocation agreements with 
building actors, and they wanted to evaluate their ongoing urban 
development project Nature Town. In Nature Town, Luleå kommun 
tested a new way of planning where the land allocation process is 
structured around a dialogue process, the CDP. This test was initiated in 
the mid-00s, and the planned area is – when completed in ~2030 – going 
to be the most significant urban development project within the 
municipality in 40-50 years. Luleå kommun–like most other 
municipalities in Sweden–has sustainability goals (SGs) connected to its 
urban development. To increase the likelihood of fulfilling the SGs, the 
municipality has taken inspiration from other municipalities CDPs to 
fulfill their stated sustainability goals. The studied urban area will be 
referred to in this study as the Nature Town (M), and due to the close 
collaboration with the municipality of Luleå, I have participated in 
internal meetings with representatives from the municipality and 
accessed documents aiding this study (see the gathering of empirical 
data).  

To contrast how other municipalities conduct similar CDPs, five 
different municipalities were selected based on the number of residents, 
the size of educational faculties, and the outspoken use of a CDP. 
Distinguishing attributes of the representatives from Luleå kommun (see 
table 1) and five contrasting municipalities: A, B, C, D, and E (see table 
2).  

Eleven building actors active within Luleå kommun were selected, and 
the building actors were chosen based on whether their proposals to 
participate in the CDP were declined or selected by the municipality but 
declined by themselves. This sampling tactic was made to create a width 
of different perspectives, where all perspectives from accepted to decline, 
and those who were accepted decided not to realize their proposals. The 
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empirical material was gathered between spring 2019 and autumn of 
2021. 

3.3 Method of gathering the empirical data 

Since the start of the research project in 2019, I have participated in 
meetings and everyday proceedings within the framework of this study, 
studied selected policy documents in Luleå kommun, and conducted 
both interviews and workshops. This data gathering has been possible 
through the close collaboration between the Luleå University of 
Technology and Luleå municipal, who also arranged an office for the 
researcher within their department.  

When I participated in meetings, I took a passive role, took notes, and 
asked questions to other participants after the meeting to not change the 
outcome and interfere in the studied matter. The information I gathered 
from participating in the everyday activities in the municipality of Luleå 
helped me select other municipalities to study, and which building actors 
involved in Luleå’s CDP I was going to interview. On top of that, I could 
participate in external meetings with building actors and other 
municipalities in northern Sweden and Scandinavia through several 
collaborative projects and events. 

Most of the empirical data come from interviews. I conducted interviews 
in both the pre-study and the deductive interview series (with 
representatives from Luleå Municipality and building actors involved in 
the CDP in Luleå Municipality. All the interviews conducted with the 
municipalities were conducted face-to-face and following an interview 
guide (Yin, 2018). The interview guides (one for the pre-study, one for 
the deductive interview study, and a third for the interviews with the 
selected building actors) for all the interviews can be seen in the 
appendix of the thesis. The interviewees and their duration are described 
in Tables 1-2.    
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Depending on when in the abductive case study I completed the 
interviews, different approaches were used in the formulation of the 
questions:  

- During the pre-study, the questions were predefined but did not 
originate from theory; instead, the questions were formulated to 
create a general understanding of the process. 
  

- The question was predefined during the deductive interview 
series and based on the coordination theory described in the 
theory chapter.  

Despite being conducted with an interview guide, the interviews were 
semi-structured, allowing the interviewees to elaborate on exciting 
topics/branch lines and conserve suitable empirical material. The 
interview guide was reviewed by other researchers at Luleå university 
of technology and was also developed during the interview series; if a 
question was asked during one of the interviews, it was added to 
improve and unify following interviews.   

The interview guide for the municipalities was divided into three parts: 
the “how were the criteria/demands formulated/stated?”-part, the “how 
was the stated criteria/demands followed up”-part, and the 
“advantages/disadvantages about different competitive dialogue 
processes. The interview guide for the building actors were divided into 
three parts following the CDP: “assessment, selection/reservation, and 
land allocation agreement”-part, “build permit”-part, and “general 
questions about their influence in the process”-part.  

The SARS pandemic made it difficult/unachievable to meet face-to-face 
interviews, and alternative approaches had to be investigated and 
implemented. After examining the option of telephone calls and different 
video conference software, I decided to use ZOOM and TEAMS. This 
change made it possible to afterward both see and hear the interview. 
However, this procedure change resulted in different recordings of the 
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interviews, only audio recordings during the pre-study and audio and 
video recordings during the interviews conducted on ZOOM or TEAMS. 
Both video and audio recordings were transcribed and sent to the 
interviewees for comments, mostly clarifications where the interviewed 
person added text to make his or her point more distinct.  

During the study, five workshops were conducted to verify and discuss 
the findings from the interviews. All the workshops were approximately 
three hours long and consisted of an introduction of the research project 
and the participators’ backgrounds and roles in Nature towns’ CDP, with 
two or three segments of group discussions followed by a discussion in 
plenary.   

Interviews replaced several workshops due to the SARS pandemic, apart 
from Workshop 3 on ZOOM. Workshops 1 and 2 were completed before 
the SARS pandemic and were conducted face-to-face. Since the idea of 
the workshops was to discuss and help validate research findings, this 
may have decreased the study’s outcome. All workshops were audio-
recorded and documented through summarization. All five workshops 
(1, 1B, 2A, 2B, and 3B) are defined in detail in table 2. 

The different steering and policy documents used by the studied 
municipalities contribute to understanding the planning process and the 
CDP. By law, all municipalities need to have a comprehensive plan 
(Översiktsplan), and in addition, they often have Aesthetic design 
programs (Plan- och gestaltningsprogram), and different plans (Vision 
2030/2040/2050), and Criteria documents (Markanvisningskriterier).  
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Table 1. Interviewed representatives from the main municipality of the study, 
Luleå kommun 

Title Interview style Reference 
in text 

Date and 
duration  

Head of development Semi-structured  [MR1] 211018, 58 min 
Head of the department 
of urban planning and 
infrastructural 
maintenance 

Semi-structured [MR2] 210517, 53 min 

Architect at the local 
planning department   

Semi-structured [MR3] 211014, 49 min 

Project leader of the 
Kronandalenproject 

Semi-structured [MR4] 210517, 87 min 

Project leader of the 
Kronandalenproject 

Semi-structured [MR5] 201028, 68 min 

Communication 
manager 

Semi-structured [MR6] 211110, 61 min 

City architect Semi-structured [MR7] 211114, 110 min 
City architect Semi-structured [MR8] 211101, 54 min 
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Table 2. A list of municipalities and building actors was studied through 
interviews and workshops conducted 

Municipal Interview style 
and 
participant(s) 
In total: 19 
interviews, 
and 2 
workshops 

Distinguishing 
attributes 

Reference 
in text 

Date and 
duration 

Municipali
ty A (A) 

2 semi-
structured 
interviews with 
representatives 
from their 
planning and 
building 
department 

95 000 
inhabitants and a 
university with 
14 000 students.  

[MA] 25 
September 
2019 

Municipali
ty B (B) 

2 unstructured 
interviews with 
the building 
permit 
department, 3 
semi-structured 
interviews with 
their build and 
planning 
department, and 
1 semi-
structured 
interview with 
the urban 
architect.  
 
 
 

About 160 000 
inhabitants, and 
a university with 
16 000 students.  

[MB] 24 Mars 
2019 & 
30 
September 
2019 
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Municipali
ty C (C) 

1 interview with 
a representative 
from the plan 
and build 
department and 
2 interviews 
with 
representatives 
from their 
building 
dialogue 
program.  

About 590 000 
inhabitants and 
two universities 
with about 
40 000 students 
combined.  

[MC] 18 
September 
2019 

Municipali
ty D (D) 

2 semi-
structured 
interviews with 
their planning 
and build 
department 

A bigger city 
than Luleå, with 
about 130 000 
inhabitants 
located in the 
northern part of 
Sweden and a 
university with 
about 16 000 
students.  

[MD] 20 
September 
2019 

Municipali
ty E (E) 

1 unstructured 
interview with 
their build 
permit 
department, 2 
semi-structured 
with their 
dialogue process 
group, and 2 
semi-structured 
interviews with 
their planning 
and building 
department.  

About 165 000 
inhabitants, and 
a university with 
about 18 000 
students.  

[ME] 23 
September 
2019 
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Building 
actor 

Interview style 
and job title 
Number of 
interviews: 17 

Distinguishing 
attributes 

Reference 
in text 

Date and 
duration 

1 Semi-structured 
interview, CEO, 
Local company 

Selected and 
received land  

[BA1] 54 min, 8 
may 2020 

2 Semi-structured 
interview, 1 
interview with 
the business 
developer, and 1 
with the 
representative of 
the build permit 
department 

Selected and 
received land 

[BA2] 37 min + 
45 min 
3 April 
2020 

3 A semi-
structured 
interview, 1 
interview with 
their housing 
developer, and 1 
interview with 
their project 
leader. 

Selected and 
received land 

[BA3] 41 min + 
45 min 
13 April & 
13 May 
2020 

4 Semi-structured 
interview, 1 
with the project 
developer, and 1 
with the 
architect in their 
project  

Selected and 
received land 

[BA4] 54 min + 
44 min  
30 April 
2020 
23 June 
2020 
 

5 Semi-structured 
interviews, 1 
with the CEO 
and 1 with the 
project leader  

Selected and 
received land 

[BA5] 45 min 5 
May 2020 
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6 Semi-structured 
interview, 1 
with their 
project leader 
and 1 with their 
business 
developer 

Selected and 
received land 

[BA6] 55 min 3 
April 2020 

7 Semi-structured 
interview, 1 
with their CEO 
and 1 with the 
architect in their 
project.  

Selected and 
received land 

[BA7] 34 min + 
77 min  
26 June & 
24 June 
2020 

8 Semi-structured 
interview, 1 
interview with 
their head of 
project 
development 

Selected and 
received land 

[BA8] 66 min 2 
April 2020 

9 Semi-structured 
interview, 1 
interview with 
their CEO 

Selected and 
received land 

[BA9] 69 min 18 
August 

10 Semi-structured 
interview, 1 
interview with 
their Business 
developer 

Selected but 
declined 

[BA10] 46 min 18 
June 

11 Semi-structured 
interview, 1 
interview with 
their CEO 
 
 
 
 

Not selected [BA11] 39 min 18 
June 
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Workshop  Participating  Distinguishing 
attributes 

Reference 
in text 

Duration 

1 (Viking, 
1 Mars 
2017) 

LTU Workshop 
between two 
researchers on 
Luleå university 
of technology 

[WS1] 1 Mars 
2017 

2 (28 May 
2019) 

LTU + Luleå 
kommun 

Workshop about 
building actors 
involved in Main 
Municipality 
perception of the 
planning process 
 

[WS2] 27 May 
2019, 2h  

3A (18 
June 2019) 

LTU + Luleå 
kommun 

Workshop with 
the focus on an 
initial mapping 
of the planning 
process 

[WS3] 18 June 
2019, 3h  

3B (Sep 
2019) 

LTU + Luleå 
Kommun +  

A workshop 
where a critical 
point in the 
planning process 
was discussed 

[WS4] 7 
September 
2019, 3 h  

4 (14 April 
2021) 

LTU, Luleå 
kommun, and 
building actors 
involved in the 
project Nature 
town.  

A workshop 
where 
representatives 
from the Main 
municipality and 
building actors 
discussed the 
planning 
process, CDP, 
and possible 
digital tools to 
achieve higher 
sustainability.  

[WS5] 14 April 
2021, 3h 
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3.4 The course of action when conducting the analysis 

To prepare my data to be presented thematically, I first got to know the 
data through transcribing and reading, and then I started generating 
initial codes. The codes (see table 3) were created based on the theoretical 
frame of analysis. For example, in chapter 2.3, Between organizations 
and actors, I describe the connection between the coordination 
mechanism of “mutual adjustment” and the relatable term “informal 
means of coordination.” With the theoretical understanding developed 
in the theory chapter, for instance, when someone in my interviews or 
workshops mentioned something about “feedback” or other correlated 
concepts, I apply that code to that paragraph (This study focuses on 
semantic themes, only on what the person said, and not beyond the 
spoken word, latent themes with underlying thoughts and assumptions). 
This study position itself in the camp of essentialist/realist, where the 
meaning of incentives and the informants’ experiences are described 
straightforwardly and as close as possible to literally. With this approach, 
I developed the codes presented in table 3.  

Table 3. My theoretical perception of the concepts framed by the coding focuses 

Code focus How I perceive the theoretical concept  
Mutual adjustment and 
means of coordination 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mutual adjustment refers to feedback, 
socialization, or the process where the 
municipality’s officials have driven a change 
without managers’ direct instruction. It should 
be noted that mutual adjustment (and later 
direct supervision) is not to be confused with 
mandatory/by law for direct supervision and 
everything optional/non-law binding for 
mutual adjustment. Mutual adjustment can 
occur within law-binding activities, for 
example, when the actors in the building 
permit department talk to each other and 
discusses a building permit application.  
Means of coordination refers to the means the 
actors in the process have in their toolbox to 
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Continuation, Mutual 
adjustment and means of 
coordination 

do coordination. For example, the CM 
standardization of work is a means of 
coordination.  

Direct supervision and 
conditions for 
coordination 

Direct supervision refers to events when the 
law influences political, governmental, and 
other decisions. However, direct supervision 
can also occur – as noted above in the 
information about mutual adjustment – in 
mandatory activities, for example, when the 
assessment group creates criteria that instruct 
the building actors in how they are 
formulating their proposals to participate in 
the CDP.  
 
Conditions for coordination refer to what 
environment or context the coordination 
occurs within. Examples of conditions are 
decentralization/centralization in the 
organization.  

Decentralization and 
intra/inter-organizational 
coordination 

Described perceptions of how the 
coordination occurs vertically (intra) or 
horizontally (inter) in the CDP. An example of 
intra-coordination is when a building actor or 
a municipality official discusses their 
organization’s structure, staff changes, and 
perceived consequences when all this occurs. 
An example of inter-coordination is how 
building actors and municipality officials 
perceive the other parts’ organization, their 
routines, and the CDP between them and 
another party.   

Standardization of skills 
and norms 
 
 
 

Described perceptions of how the different 
groups in the CDP are formed and what 
consequences they might have in the CDP. 
Examples are the selection of building actors, 
assembling the assessment group, and its 
members’ knowledge and experiences. In 
addition, the impact of changes in those 
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Continuation, 
Standardization of skills 
and norms 

groups throughout the CDP, and the 
perceived consequences of those changes, 
were captured.  

Standardization of work Descriptions and instructions of how the CDP, 
both the mandatory (by law) parts and the 
optional parts, were conducted. For example, 
municipality officials and building actors 
describe how they perceive the CDP (from 
instructions and descriptions). Differences or 
similarities in their views were used in the 
analysis.  

Standardization of 
outcome 

Description of how the municipality worked 
to state their sustainability demands (for 
example, their criteria documents) and how 
the building actors perceived those demands 
when creating their proposals, further refined 
in the building permit application created by 
the building actors. In addition, descriptions 
of what “sustainability” is and how the term is 
perceived by the municipality and building 
actors are also collected under this code.   

Connections between 
coordination mechanism 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Above-described coordination mechanisms 
can be positioned in different constellations: 
Coupled, parallel, and sequential. The 
sequential refers to when one coordination 
mechanism is following another, for example, 
when the direct supervision follows the 
mutual adjustment when creating the criteria, 
and instruction, to the building actor to design 
their proposals according to those criteria. The 
parallel occurs, for example, in the first phase 
of the Nature town project when the detailed 
plan for the area (which can be seen as direct 
supervision) is created parallel to the land 
allocation negotiations (which can be seen as a 
mutual adjustment). The coupled occurs, for 
example, when the CDP takes a loop after the 
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Continuation, Connections 
between coordination 
mechanism 

land allocation agreement where the building 
actors are in contact with the assessment 
group (direct supervision), continues to the 
building permit process (mutual adjustment, 
standardization of outcome), is granted (direct 
supervision), and goes back to the assessment 
group for checking if the agreed upon in the 
land allocation agreement have followed 
through the building permit process before the 
land are transferred to the building actor 
(direct supervision).  

 

When I had gone through all the empirical data with the previously 
mentioned codes, I gathered the codes to create themes in my material. 
Those themes were then reviewed and named. This procedure, together 
with the deductive, sematic, and essentialist/realist, will create and 
define themes that are possible to analyze and discuss (2006). In addition, 
when I apply the codes, I also apply in what phase it appears. Luleå 
kommun’s CDP process is divided into phases (so far three), and in order 
to see how the CDP develops, we also need to add the phase tags into the 
procedure. Luleås’ CDP was divided, and the selected municipalities 
with which I compared Luleås’ CDP were not divided into phases. 
However, those will be tagged with the municipality they belong to 
instead of using phase tags. This will enable me to compare those 
municipalities’ coordination mechanisms to the ones used by Luleå 
kommun in its CDP.  

3.5 Development of the process map 

The gathered data are presented in three process maps, divided into 
three sub-chapters in the findings chapter. This division creates a three-
stage process of refining the illustration:  

- The first sub-chapter describes and illustrates the CDP, without 
layers and the theoretical concepts, just the CDP as interview and 
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workshop participants, described it. Data forming the map 
originates from understanding the intra-coordination in the eyes 
of building actors and municipality officials. The process map is 
presented in Figure 3. 
 

- The second sub-chapter presents the CDP through the theoretical 
perspective of coordination mechanisms (see table 3), added on 
top of the CDP process described in the previous sub-chapter. 
This sub-chapter presents findings concerning the coordination of 
the process to fulfill stated SGs, which is directly related to RQ 1 
(see chapter 1.2). Figure 4 shows a process map that illustrates the 
identified coordination mechanisms at different phases of the 
CDP. 

In the third sub-chapter, the previously identified activities and 
coordination mechanisms are classified as either mandatory or optional 
(seen from the municipality's perspective). The gathered empirical data 
concerning the inter-coordination are used in this third process map to 
add information about how the activities and the coordination 
mechanisms are interdependent. This sub-chapter presents findings 
concerning the vertical mandatory/optional level of the coordination and 
its impact on fulfilling stated SGs and is thus related to RQ 2 (see chapter 
1.2). The CDP  restarts for every new phase in the Nature town project 
(or when a new project is initiated), but the decisions are different, 
making every phase unique. In this study, I have analyzed the three first 
phases of the Nature Town project.  

3.6 The quality of the study 

Since data in qualitative research is not numerical or weighable in a 
strictly mathematical way, a vital part of investigating is if the researcher 
correctly understands the gathered empirical material. Consequently, a 
strategy to validate the data needs to be applied (Johnson, 1997). To 
validate this study, I have tried to maintain credibility, transferability, 
dependability, and confirmability in gathering and analyzing empirical 
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data. Through those four terms, the quality of the study can be preserved 
(1989). Each of those four concepts of validation is discussed in the 
following sections.   

3.6.1 Credibility 
Triangulation is the primary way of creating credibility in this study and 
is conducted using two or more sources to analyze the same empirical 
material. The case study approach relies on multiple sources of evidence, 
which need addressing in a triangulation fashion where the different 
sources see the issue from different perspectives (Yin, 2018). 
Triangulation involves A) interviews, workshops, field notes, and 
documents in this study. B) Different investigators/researchers looking 
at the collected data. In this study by other researchers in the same 
department at Luleå University of technology, external collaborating 
researchers in the writing of the journal article, and the software 
MAXQDA, all together created Peer debriefs of the studied empirical 
data. C) Using different theoretical fields to evaluate the data. In this 
study, coordination theory analyzes the data. However, in the appended 
Journal article, the data analyzes through the lens of principle-agent 
theory. The appended conference articles’ [Paper 1] analysis was through 
a superficial understanding of the implemented coordination theory, 
compared with a more in-depth understanding in this study, which 
creates a triangulation of theory. D) The triangulation was also 
conducted by choosing the data sources, consisting of 1) Interviews with 
the building actors and the main municipality, 2) follow-up workshops 
with representatives from the building actors and Luleå municipality, 3) 
representatives from the selected comparable municipalities. The 
interviews were, as previously mentioned, followed up by allowing the 
participants to check and clarify the transcribed documents, which 
creates a Member checking in the process. E) The use of an abductive case 
study approach, combining the inductive pre-study phase, followed by 
the deductive theoretical driven research, makes it possible to triangulate 
different case study approaches against each other. Triangulation 
achieves through investigators, theory, data sources, and analysis 
(Natow, 2019). Through previously mentioned participation in the 
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everyday activities in the Luleå kommun departments and transcribing 
all the interviews and workshops, I got a prolonged engagement with 
the studied subject and its context (Terrell, 2015). Prolonged engagement 
implements through time spent with the subjects, context, and data. 
Since the start of the research in 2019, the study has been conducted 
through meetings and other everyday proceedings in the Luleå 
kommuns’ planning department. As previously mentioned, this has 
been possible through an office within their department. In meetings, the 
researcher took a passive role, took notes, and asked questions to other 
participants to not change the outcome and interfere in the studied 
matter. Through several collaborative projects and events, the researcher 
has also participated in external meetings with building actors and other 
municipalities in northern Sweden and Scandinavia. This means the 
researcher has been spending time with the subjects and understood the 
context they are acting in through policy documents and everyday chats. 
The researcher transcribed all the interviews and workshops conducted 
in the case study, which means the researcher has spent time with the 
data (A slower writer means more time with the data). Despite being 
time-consuming, this creates a vital understanding of the informants’ 
perspective and narrative (Riessman, 1993). Despite being time-
consuming, this creates a vital understanding of the informants’ 
perspective and narrative (Riessman, 1993). The research project has 
been conducted since the beginning of 2019, and the interviewed 
municipalities and building actors were in different phases of the CDP. 
Some interviews were conducted when the building actor had just 
started the land allocation/CDP process, and some had been part of it for 
years. This resulted in a Persistent observation of the studied subject. 
This study expresses this in different phases by building actors and 
representatives from the municipalities. Some interviews were 
conducted when the building actor had just started the land 
allocation/CDP process, and some had been part of it for years. By 
maintaining Triangulation, Peer debriefs, member checking, prolonged 
engagement, and persistent observation in the study, higher credibility 
is created in the study (Terrell, 2015).  
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3.6.2 Transferability 
One of the outcomes of this study is to propose a map of the coordination 
within the CDP in Luleå municipal, a map that should apply to the 
planning process within municipalities that wish to replicate it. In 
addition, since Mintzberg’s theory on coordination mechanisms is a 
particular case in organizational theory, it is also interesting to 
investigate if this mapping is helpful for organizations other than the 
Swedish municipal planning process. To explore transferability, Shenton 
(2004) suggests the following approach to increase transferability: 
Number and position of participating organizations, choice of data 
collection method, the amount and length of the data collected, and over 
what time the data are collected (see Tables 1 and 2).  

3.6.3 Confirmability/objectivity 
It is easy to blur the research with researchers’ agenda and bias when 
conducting qualitative research. Therefore, clarifying the researcher’s 
background is vital to increase objectivity. I, the researcher, have a 
technical background, foremost from a master’s degree in structural 
engineering and a trainee program from Sweden’s largest construction 
companies. In addition, I have various commitments in the cultural 
sphere, theatre, art, and other kinds of show business. To avoid bias, the 
interview guides and agendas for the workshops and interviews went 
through an external evaluation/control by other researchers in the 
researchers’ department at the Luleå University of Technology. 
However, it is – I would say – impossible to create complete objectivity 
in a qualitative research project. Therefore, it is vital to add my 
background to analyze the data and the gathering.  

3.6.4 Dependability/reliability 
The concept of dependability is up to debate. Some researchers argue 
that it establishes through fulfilling high credibility (see previous sub 
header “Credibility”) within the study (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). Other 
researchers (Terrell, 2015) and (Shenton, 2004) reason the study needs to 
have an external examiner or a reflective project judgment, elaborated in 
Confirmability/objectivity. The third way of conducting dependability is 
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rigorously examining the researchers’ background and bias (see 
confirmability) (Self, 2019). 
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4. Findings 

The Findings chapter presents a selected portion of the gathered empirical data. 
The chapter is divided into four parts: 4.1 Summary of significant findings from 
the appended papers, 4.2 The map of the competitive dialogue process, 4.3 The 
two stages of the CDP, 4.4 Coordination mechanisms of the CDP, and 4.5 Levels 
of activities within the CDP.   

The chapter will start with summarizing significant findings from Paper 
1 and Paper 2 in chapter 4.1. The map of Luleå kommun’s CDP is 
described in chapter 4.2. The view of what the SGs are and how they are 
understood by representatives from Luleå kommun and the building 
actors is also elaborated in chapter 4.2. Luleå kommun has, like other 
municipalities in Sweden, policy documents and plans for their land, 
exploitation, and building permit departments that describe how the 
CDP is structured in a sequence of activities. The analysis also shows that 
the process is divided into two main stages: stage 1: stating the demands, 
and stage 2: controlling/checking the demands. However, this does not 
pinpoint how the municipality works to fulfill stated SGs and only shows 
the order and type of the activities. This is important, especially to enable 
communication and transparence towards the actors involved in the 
CDP, but it is not enough for my analysis of the coordination. Therefore, 
to describe how the municipality coordinates toward fulfilling the SGs, 
all the activities in the CDP are analyzed and categorized under a specific 
CM. The resulting analysis and categorization of CMs used in the CDP 
are described in chapter 4.3. In chapter 4.3, some of the CMs were more 
frequent in general, and some of the CMs are more observable in stage 1, 
while others are more observed in stage 2. To deepen the analysis, a so-
called ‘level of voluntariness’ within the CDP–which refers to that some 
activities are mandatory for the municipality; others are optional–is 
introduced in chapter 4.4. When applying the two stages of the CDP onto 
the generic frame of analysis in Figure 1, these two stages can be 
positioned on an x-axis, and the level of voluntariness (mandatory and 
optional activities) can be located on the y-axis, resulting in a 
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quadrilateral box system. The quadrilateral box creates a starting point 
for the discussion and helps answer the two RQs, and how Luleå 
kommun coordinated their CDP towards fulfilling their SGs.   

4.1  Summary of significant findings from appended papers 

4.1.1 Paper 1 
The aim of paper 1 was to map and analyze a developer dialogue process 
(in this thesis referred to as “the CDP”) used by a Swedish local planning 
authority in a sustainable urban development project through the 
theoretical lens of coordination mechanisms. It is, therefore, close to the 
aim of this thesis.  

Through a case study consisting of interviews and workshops with 
representatives from local planning authorities within a Swedish 
municipality, a first map of the developer dialogue process was 
developed. 

Significant findings from paper 1 are the discovery of the information 
loop when the agreed-upon information in the land allocation agreement 
seemed to disappear when the building actor(s) continued to the 
building permit department. 

4.1.2 Paper 1 
The aim of Paper 1 was to investigate how the building actor(s) perceived 
barriers affecting the fulfillment of sustainable construction concerning 
the criteria defined by the municipality.  

Paper 1 took off from previous research that indicated that the main 
barriers the building actor(s) perceived were increased financial risk and 
conflicting objectives. Significant findings from Paper 1 were that financial 
risk is first seen as a barrier when the building actor(s) face unforeseen 
changes that pressure their budget(s). Conflicting objectives were 
primarily rooted in a conflict between long-term and short-term interests 
that occurred when the building actor(s) cared more about the fulfillment 
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of the short-term SGs, and the municipality were keener to fulfill their 
long-term sustainable development.  

4.2 The map of the competitive dialogue process (CDP) 

4.2.1 A shared view of sustainability goals?  

This thesis studies how the CDP could be a tool to state SGs and how 
Luleå kommun acts to fulfill them. Indirectly, this is an assessment of 
how good the CDP is at creating a shared view of what SGs are to be 
fulfilled. According to Paper 2, one of the main barriers the building 
actor(s) perceived could be conflicting interests and objectives between 
interdependent actors. Conflicting interests and objectives could be seen 
as a discrepancy between the building actor(s) and Luleå kommuns 
views on sustainability. According to Luleå kommun [WS3, WS4], the 
main reason behind the CDP is to increase the fulfillment of the SGs. It 
means that if the CDP fails to create a mutual understanding of the 
concept of sustainability, the CDP is unnecessary.  

The gathered empirical material has many references to “sustainability” 
which can be divided into economic, ecological, and social sustainability. 
There seems to be confusion among the building actors in how the 
municipality prioritizes between those categories, and when asked how 
the building actors would grade Luleå kommun’s prioritizations of the 
different kinds of sustainably (on a 1-5 scale, where 1 was “The 
municipality do not care,” and 5 was “A high priority for the 
municipality”), there was a difference between the building actors. One 
of the building actors said:  

“Build cheap… 2. Social sustainability I would put as a 4. Ecological 3. Build 
more… That is also important, 4” [BA2], while another had a more skeptical 
view: “Everyone is talking about sustainability, and when you ask what they 
mean you get different answers. ‘Good for the environment,’ ‘low energy 
consumption,’ ‘good indoor environments,’ or ‘underground garages’. In Luleå, 
they said it would be good with a carpool. I have not heard about that in a while” 
[BA7].  
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This indicates that the building actors’ understanding of what Luleå 
kommun means by “sustainability” and what part of the broad field of 
sustainability is prioritized (in the stated SGs) varies between the 
building actors. In addition, the sustainability focus changed between the 
different phases of the CDP. During phase 1 (out of so far three phases), 
the invitation and the criteria were more extensive, and several building 
actors expressed frustration over the extent of the sustainability demands 
from Luleå kommun, e.g.:  

“If we look at the detailed plan, we see plenty of demand (…) they had some 
demands that were not technical achievable” [BA4] 

This changed in the two more recent phases, primarily due to the 
problems of following up:  

“The easy part is the physically, ‘do the house look the way it should?’. The hard 
part, on the other hand, is questions like “Three years after the construction have 
been finished, how energy efficient is it? We haven’t really grasped have we 
ought to control that, specifically when the building actor who constructed the 
building have sold it. Because of that we have decided not to ask for that in more 
recent phases” [MR4] 

This decision could derive from the fact that during phase 1, the detailed 
plan was developed partly parallel to the land allocation agreement 
process, while it was already set in the two following phases. A parallel 
process can admit a synergy where the selected building actor can help 
customize the frame more suitably, but it can also make it too narrow:  

“In modern detailed development plans we see an increasing will to specify 
material and so on” [BA6] 

To summarize, the view of sustainability and the stated SGs, from the 
perspective of the building actors, were vague and differed among them. 
This information is essential for the analysis because if the building 
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actors do not share the SGs stated by Luleå kommun, it could make it 
more challenging to fulfill them.  

4.3 The two stages of the CDP 

During the analysis of the gathered empirical data, it was apparent that 
the process could be divided into two stages (see Figure 3): Stage 1: 
“Stating the demand,” and Stage 2: “Controlling/checking the demands,” 
where Stage 2 consist of two sub-stages: building permit process (which 
is a part demand stating and part controlling/checking), and the 
construction process.  

Officials detect the transition between the two stages of the CDP. The 
building actor is in contact with another department in the municipality, 
and several of the building actors said during interviews that they 
perceived a change of communication/dialogue,  

“I found the dialogue with the assessment group good, clear, and constructive, 
but everything changed for the worse after we started working with the building 
permit department” [BA10] 

Officials within the municipality also told me that the internal 
communication had been flawed between the plan and exploitation 
department and the building permit department. However, several 
officials added that it had improved recently,  

“… especially since we started working closer to each other.” [MR4] 

One of the building actors explained that they had difficulties 
transferring between the land allocation process and the building permit 
department since they had discovered that their agreed-upon proposal 
from the land allocation agreement did not fulfill the detailed plan for 
the area and had to be redesigned. There was a considerable change in 
communication/dialogue when the process progressed from the land 
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allocation agreement to the building department; one of the building 
actors said:  

“Yes, we had a dialogue, but when it went ahead to the build permit department, 
then it was no dialogue at all” [BA1]  

In some instances, this isolation between the assessment group and the 
building permit department led to extra work due to technical issues that 
had not been adequately addressed before the building permit 
department was involved in the project. Since the assessment group set 
some of the architectural designs for the building before the building 
permit application, it can create costs for the building actor if they need 
to make additional changes to the design.   

 

Figure 3. The two main stages of the CDP and its three sub-stages. 

4.3.1 Stage 1 - Stating the demands 

The first stage of the CDP consists of creating the vision and pointing out 
the general direction of the municipalities’ sustainability work. The 
vision is decided by the politics and through the comprehensive plan, 
and the task of executing the vision is delegated to the municipality 
officials. In the project Nature town, it was decided to assemble an 
assessment group to execute the vision, and it was given the task of 
concentrating the visions from the comprehensive plan into a criteria 
document. In Figure 4, this is described as: “design assessment group” 
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and “Create criteria & Invite to CDP” and consists of 1) a frame of the 
development process (architectural and quality programme, a detailed 
development plan), and 2) creating an assessment group and 
sustainability criteria for Nature Town. The invitation was open on the 
webpage and was sent to all building actors who had shown interest in 
a previous project in Luleå Municipality, who created a proposal for how 
they suggested they could fulfill the criteria. This is followed by an 
assessment of the proposals from the building actors. According to Paper 
1, the assessment of the proposals had two goals: 1) selecting the building 
actors’ proposals most likely to achieve rigid rules, and 2) translating the 
proposal to requirements through a land allocation agreement. The 
assessment group selected the building actors (Nature town is divided 
into phases, and so far, the municipality has selected several building 
actors for every phase) that they believe had the most substantial 
proposals. With that selection (if the building actor(s) decides to accept), 
the building actor(s) got a reservation on a property during the 
upcoming land allocation negotiation. During the land allocation 
negotiation, the proposal was refined into a proposal that meets both the 
requirements of the vision of Luleå kommun and the building actor(s). 
When both parties agree, a land allocation agreement (formulated by a 
juridical department within the municipality) is signed.  

Luleå kommun’s land allocation agreement has several similarities to the 
five contrasting municipalities (see table 1 for Luleå and table 2 for the 
five contrasting municipalities). They have all initiated different CDPs to 
increase sustainability in urban development. However, there are some 
differences. One difference is the use of graded criteria contra non-
graded criteria. Luleå kommun does not use graded criteria, while 
municipality [ME] uses a three-graded criteria system. Municipality 
[ME] explains that with grading criteria, it is easier to control the 
outcome and get what you want, and Luleå Municipality motivated their 
decision to encourage the building actor to come with their input and 
create synergies in the CDP. Another example of differences between 
Luleå kommun’s CDP and other municipalities’ interpretations are 
municipality [MB], which have a system where they generally have a 
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CDP, and the building actor(s) develop the detailed development plan 
for the exploited area.  

4.3.2 Stage 2 - Controlling/checking fulfillments of stated demands  

The second stage of the CDP started with the building permit process 
sub-stage, where the building actor designed a building permit 
application. When the build permit department was satisfied, the 
building actor was granted a building permit after assessing the 
proposal. The building actors proceeded into the second stage’s second 
sub-stage: the construction process. The activity “Transfer of land” not 
only sets up a land transfer agreement with the building actors’ company 
to start on-site construction but also checks if the building actor’s 
building permit was valid and the proposed housing development 
follows the land allocation agreement. When the building actors received 
their building permits, the assessment group checked if the requirements 
specified in the land allocation agreement were met and if so, the land 
plot was sold and transferred to the building actor so that construction 
works could formally begin. If the requirements were not met, the 
assessment group could reject the sale (see Paper 1). When the land was 
transferred to the building actor, construction must begin within a 
specific time. When the construction is finished, the building permit 
department must check if the construction was done according to the 
building permit for the building actor to receive a final clearance. 
According to the assessment group, the assessment group also intended 
to check if the building actor has fulfilled the land allocation agreement.  
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4.4 Coordination mechanisms of the CDP 

RQ1: How is the CDP between the municipality and the building 
actors coordinated to achieve stated sustainability goals? 

In chapter 4.1, the two stages of the CDP process were illustrated and 
described. To address RQ1, the coordination mechanisms at play 
between the activities in the CDP need to be identified. Therefore, to 
identify how Luleå Municipality coordinates the CDP, the theoretical 
concept of CMs was adopted to see which CMs are prominent in what 
stage of the CDP. The method of applying CMs to the activities in the 
CDP were explored in Paper 1, and is the basis for Figure 4:  
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Figure 4. The two stages of the CDP with squares symbolizing the 
coordination mechanisms at act in the different activities. 
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Figure 4 shows a map of the CDP’s two stages (and the underlying sub-
stages) with all the activities marked with identified CM(s). A clear 
distinction is present in the map: Standardization of both skills & norms 
(green) and work (purple) are only present in Stage 1 of the CDP. This 
fact highlights the partition of the two stages. It is not only detected in 
the empirical material, but it is also visible from applying the theoretical 
perspective of coordination mechanisms according to Mintzberg’s frame 
of theory (see chapter 2.2). Standardization of work is defined (in chapter 
2) as creating a book of instructions on how the process (in this case, the 
CDP) is supposed to be conducted. The Standardization of skills and 
norms is (according to chapter 2) related to how the group is formed and 
what kind of knowledge/skills/experiences the members of the group 
possess. The presence of the Standardization of skills & norms CM 
(symbolized with a green square on the map) in Stage 1 of the CDP 
means that efforts were made to create a group, both when the 
assessment group was formed and when the building actors were 
selected and – in some sense – became part of the group. The selection of 
the building actors, who formed a new group, was more stringent and 
thought-through, especially compared to the assemble of the assessment 
group, which was done quite an ad hoc:ish and, as one of the 
municipality officials described the issue: 

“I suppose the selection to the assessment group consisted of the persons that 
were able and had the time to participate. I do not think there was more thought 
behind.” [MR4] 

However, after the land allocation agreement, i.e., in stage 2 of the CDP 
(the brown part in figure 4), the way the municipality and the building 
actors perceived “the group” changed. The building actors still believed 
they were in the same dialogue with the municipality, but the 
municipality representatives the building actor(s) interacted with in the 
building permit process were from the building permit department, not 
the assessment group. When asked about how they had assured that the 
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changes (from the land allocation agreement) they had made in the 
building permit were accepted by the assessment group, the building 
actors' answers were unclear. One of the building actors was straight out 
confused by the question:  

“… wait, what, say that one more time, I haven’t heard this before. I have 
submitted a building permit application to the build permit department? (…) I 
have assured the changes with the assessment group before the build permit, but 
not the issues from the build permit department?” [BA2] 

This indicates that the building actors believed that the municipality 
acted as one organism. In addition, Luleå kommun representatives did 
not either seem to know how the control/check was supposed to be 
carried out, or what group were supposed to conduct it:  

“It will probably be someone else than I who will conduct the follow-up process. 
And then that person must create the routines for that part of the process, too.” 
[MR4] 

In some sense, the CDP shifted towards a non-focus on the group in stage 
2. The exchange of representatives in the group continues to occur 
further into the CDP. When the construction begins, several building 
actors transfer their line of duty to other parts of the company or hire 
another company to do the actual construction, which often means new 
people in contact with the municipality. The fact that people within the 
municipality change is not a problem, according to some of the 
representatives from Luleå kommun, as long as the ground values are 
preserved, or like as municipality officials phrased it:  

“some of the practical issues that we decided early in the process [the CDP] can 
and will change later, but we must remember our ground values. If we do not 
remember why we stressed some issue and the building actor wants to change 
that, we might do it out of ignorance, and we stray away from our basic vision” 
[MR3].  
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However, the changes could pose problems if the ground values are not 
trickled down through the CDP. Since there seems to be a lack of 
Standardization of skills & norms and Standardization of work in stage 
2, this may impact understanding those ground values. By impact, I refer 
to how the way the activities are accomplished (the way they are 
coordinated) could affect the fulfillment of the SGs. If the ground values 
are the base for the stated SGs, the lack of Standardization of skills & 
norms and Standardization of work could impact the fulfillment of the 
stated SGs. To understand how the municipality coordinates the CDP to 
achieve the stated SGs, we need to identify what coordination 
mechanisms are in play and not. In this case, I have only identified the 
occurrence of Standardization of skills & norms and Standardization of 
work in Stage 1, which clearly distinguish the two stages of the CDP.   

4.5 Level of voluntariness within the CDP 

RQ2: What impact do mandatory and optional activities within the CDP 
have on achieving stated sustainability goals? 

To further understand how Luleå kommun coordinates the CDP, the 
impact of their use of mandatory and optional activities (the vertical 
direction in Figure 1) was investigated. In Figure 5, the process map is 
supplemented with the vertical division of mandatory/optional levels of 
activities. Here, the mandatory and the optional activities are seen from 
the municipality's perspective; does the municipality find the activity 
mandatory or optional? For example, if the Swedish Planning and 
Building Act prescribes that an activity must be carried out, it is 
considered a mandatory activity. In contrast, activities present in the 
CDP that was decided upon by the municipality itself are, in this context, 
seen as optional. With this perspective, an activity that is mandatory for 
the building actor(s) to participate in the CDP is here seen as an optional 
activity if it is optional for the municipality to carry out.  
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One of the reasons behind Luleå kommun’s initiative to create an 
assessment group was to increase the sustainability level of the urban 
development [WS3]. The creation of the assessment group belongs to the 
optional part of the CDP, see Figure 5. However, the (optional) activities 
done by the assessment group can depend on the mandatory part of the 
CDP where officials decide on, e.g., land allocation. Therefore, the 
coordination between the mandatory and the optional activities in the 
CDP was investigated.  
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Figure 5. The process map of the CDP, with mandatory/optional levels of coordination 
and coordination mechanisms. 
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Figure 5. The process map of the CDP, with mandatory/optional levels of coordination 
and coordination mechanisms. 
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Chapter 4.1showed that different CMs were applied to the activities in 
stages 1 and 2. Chapter 4.2 suggested a closer look at the transition from 
stage 1 to stage 2 of the CDP.   

 

Figure 6. A focus on the transition between stage 1 and stage 2. 
Figure 6 displays a pattern described as a coordinate system with two 
axes. Along the vertical axis, we have mandatory versus optional 
activities, and along the horizontal axis, we have stage 1 versus stage 2 
of the CDP. The crossing of the two axes creates four areas: Q1 
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Mandatory/Stage 2, Q2, Mandatory/Stage 1, Q3 Optional/Stage 1, and Q4 
Optional/Stage 1. The activities in the four Q-areas need to be 
coordinated to support the fulfillment of the SGs.  

“the building permit department talks to the assessment group, and asks: ‘They 
have applied for building permit on that property, do this application cohere with 
the land allocation agreement? It is there the control should be. But it can be 
wrong if the departments do not talk to each other (…). And then I do not think 
we are welcome back as a constructer in the municipality.” [MR7].  

However, the problem with information seemingly disappearing 
between stage 1 and stage 2 is also described in Paper 1, which states that 
“Architectural and sustainability qualities that are agreed upon during 
the sub-process of evaluating proposals could get lost when information 
is passed on to the land allocation agreement, to the building permit 
department and back to be checked by the assessment group in a 
reciprocal coupling” [Paper 1]. Nevertheless, the empirical data indicate 
a lack of coordination mechanisms between mandatory and optional 
activities. This information looping needs to be further investigated and 
connected to the fulfillment of stated SGs in the CDP.  
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5. Discussion and conclusion 

In the Discussion and conclusion chapter, the findings focus on the thesis aim: 
‘to increase the knowledge of the coordination between the municipality and 
building actor(s) in the competitive dialogue process (CDP).’ In addition to that, 
ideas for future research are presented.  

RQ1: the coordination of the activities to fulfill stated SGs? 

In chapter 4.2, the theoretical perspective of CMs was used to analyze the 
series of activities in the CDP described in chapter 4.1. As noticed in the 
findings chapter, besides formal (direct supervision) and informal 
(mutual adjustment) CMs, I found the three types of standardization (of 
skills and norms, work, and outcome) to be more present in stage 1 than 
in stage 2. All three types of CMs seemed to be more in use at the 
beginning of the CDP, especially during stage 1, while their presence 
became more and more unclear in subsequent phases. If this observation 
is accurate, it could impact the fulfillment of the stated sustainability 
goals. Standardization is a means of coordination that, if used, will be 
directly linked to the occurrence of coordination. Speculatively, if 
standardization is less present in the second stage of the CDP, it could 
lower the level of overall coordination of the CDP and decrease the 
likelihood of fulfilling stated sustainability goals. When the 
standardization CMs are less clear as the CDP progresses, the ground 
values formulated at the beginning of the CDP could fade away. If this is 
the case, it could be hard to fulfill stated SGs if the SGs are ‘lost’ during 
the CDP. However, if CMs, especially standardizations in stage 2, were 
more present in the CDP, changes in the ground values during the CDP 
could be controlled in another fashion. This is of particular interest when 
considering the time: One could argue that it could be challenging to 
state the SGs for an outcome 10-15 years into the future and that it would 
be necessary to have some room for change. However, coordination 
mechanisms that can effectively control and manage the necessary 
changes must be in place. For example, a lack of standardization of skills 
and norms would impact the fulfillment of stated SGs. Findings 
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highlighted that both the building actors and representatives from the 
municipality expressed difficulties, especially under and after the 
transition from stage 1 to stage 2., in knowing which individuals the 
other side of the table consists of. Since the building actor and the 
municipality could be seen as a group when conducting the CDP, the 
incertitude both parties expressed indicates a lack of standardization of 
skills and norms in the later stage of the CDP but also pointed to a lack 
of ability to fulfill stated SGs. Hypothetically, if a project group’s 
“members” do not know who the other members are, it could be harder 
to establish, follow, and fulfill a shared interpretation of the SGs from 
start to end. However, the effects of standardization in the later stage of 
the CDP need to be validated in further research.  

RQ2: What impact do mandatory and optional activities within the 
CDP have on achieving stated sustainability goals? 

If vertical CMs are in use between the mandatory and the optional 
activities, the choice of CM should impact the fulfillment of stated SGs. 
One vertical connection between a mandatory and optional activity 
occurred when the building actor(s) changed the land allocation 
agreement during the building permit process. However, the CMs that 
seemed to be in use vertically between the mandatory and optional 
activities were instead creating conditions for coordination. The 
municipality’s decision to structure the CDP in a horizontal series of 
activities (for example, criteria formulation, land allocation agreement, 
and building permit), and apply both mandatory and optional activities, 
creates conditions for coordination that could aid the coordination but 
does not necessarily lead to that actual coordination takes place. The 
CDP structure could therefore impact the fulfillment of the stated SGs. 
As noted in the findings, the means of coordination between the 
mandatory and the optional activities were unclear and thus needed 
further investigation. There were indications of CMs in the act between 
the mandatory and the optional activities; for example, standardization 
of outcome seemed to be happening in both stages of the CDP; however, 
further studies are needed to make more concrete conclusions.  
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5.1 Redefining the outcome of the CDP 

When studying the CDP, three successive redefining of the outcome 
occur that seem connected to the impact of the fulfillment of goals. First, 
when the municipality’s assessment group formulated the criteria (1), the 
building actors decoded those criteria into proposals. Secondly, when the 
assessment group and the selected building actor(s) negotiated the 
proposals before reaching a land allocation agreement (2) both parties 
could settle upon (as concluded in [Paper 1] and discussed further in this 
thesis). Thirdly, when the municipality’s building permit department 
reviewed the buildings actor(s) building permit (3) proposal against the 
land allocation agreement, relevant regulations and demands were 
expressed in the detailed development plan. These redefining’s could 
impact fulfilling the stated sustainability goals, especially as the different 
groups assembled during the CDP also changed. The assembling of a 
group is essential when studying the coordination of the CDP since it 
affects what norms and skills are at play at different phases of the CDP. 
During stage 1, the group went from consisting solely of representatives 
from the municipality (the assessment group) to involving a loosely 
coupled combination of the assessment group and the assessment group 
selected building actor(s). After the land allocation agreement, the group 
was reformed into a group (often) consisting of new representatives from 
the municipality, this time from the building permit department and the 
building actor(s). When the building actors had been granted a building 
permit, the group was redefined a fourth time and now consisted of new 
representatives from the building actor(s), who specialized in 
construction (in some cases, it was contractors hired by the building 
actor(s)), and supervising officials from the municipality (especially the 
building permit department, but also, in some senses, the assessment 
group). The redefining of the outcome (standardization of outcome) and 
the different groups (standardization of skills and norms) in action 
throughout the CDP were also inflicted by how the municipality 
described the CDP (standardization of work), and especially the impact 
of the occurrence of control/checkups of the fulfillment of stated 
sustainability goals. There should be three checkups during the CDP: 
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when the building actors submit their proposals for initial assessment, 
when the assessment group checks if the agreed-upon terms from the 
land allocation agreement have been considered in the building permit 
applications, and when the building permit department conducts the 
mandatory building inspections in the construction phase that are also 
supposed to be carried out by the assessment group.  

5.2 Further research  

In addition to previously mentioned topics that need to be addressed by 
further research, an essential subject to study are the activities later in 
what I call stage 2 of the CDP. For example, it would be vital to study 
activities occurring during the operation and maintenance of the 
building(s) and compare how the criteria stated initially in stage 1 relate 
to criteria fulfillment in operation and maintenance activities. Findings 
from such studies could lead to a better understanding of how resource 
efficient the CDP is in terms of lead time and time consumption. If the 
resources the municipality spends on the CDP do not either increase the 
fulfillment of formulated sustainability goals or do not ascertain changes 
made during the CDP, one could argue that the CDPs would be non-
essential.  

Theoretical perspectives that could be addressed in further research 
include the means of coordination and conditions for coordination 
between organizations. The theoretical understanding given by 
Mintzberg on coordination could be complemented with a theoretical 
deepening of coordination mechanisms in the act between organizations, 
and not only between activities within an organization. Furthermore, 
using different CMs for each activity within the CDPs was not 
necessarily based on conscious decisions. It could instead be seen as 
unconscious acts by representatives from Luleå kommun and the 
building actor(s) based on their previous experiences. Labeling activities 
in the CDP as specific CMs is my interpretation of the activities based on 
my understanding of the theoretical field of CMs. Findings in paper 1 
indicate that building actor(s) based their decisions on 1) the 
surroundings (when the building actor is faced with unforeseen changes 
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that negatively affect the budget) and their focus on short-term interests 
[Paper 1]. The driving factors behind the building actor(s) decisions in 
the CDP need to be verified and compared against decisions made by the 
municipality’s representatives. Therefore, it would be necessary for 
further research in this area to look at the organizational theory about 
what drives decisions, especially the unconscious decisions in 
coordination.  
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7. Appendix 

7.1 Frågor till byggaktörerna:  
 

Grundläggande information  
Vad har du för roll i företaget? Hur länge har du jobbat inom företaget och i den 
rollen? Vad är din bakgrund?  
Vilken roll har/har du haft i projektet på Kronandalen?  
Har du på något sätt varit med i tidigare etapper i Kronandalen? 
Vilka projekt är du inblandad i?  
Vilka samtal sker kring ”mjukare parametrar” i ert företag? 

 
Utarbetande av förslag  
Inledning/info: Luleå kommun gick ut med en inbjudan om att lämna in 
projektförslag till markanvisningen i kvarter inom Kronandalen. I 
inbjudan beskrivs hur inkomna förslag skulle redovisas och bedömas 
utifrån olika kriterier. Dessa kriterier var uppdelade i inlämningskrav 
(t.ex. formalia såsom hur många sidor det skulle vara, vilka ritningar som 
skulle vara med, osv.) och grundkriterier (t.ex. avseende 
bebyggelsens  struktur och form, utrymmen för snöupplag, 
cykelparkering, grönska, mm.). Sedan var det även listat vilka punkter 
inom gestaltning och hållbarhet som förslagen kunde erhålla mervärden 
för i bedömningen.   
Upplevde du eller ni som företag några särskilda utmaningar med att tolka och 
förstå grundkraven/de mervärdesskapande kriterierna? Om ja, på vilket sätt 
och för vilka kriterier?   
Vilka mål har kommunen?  
Hur upplevde du eller ni som företag dialogen med Luleå kommun kring 
tolkningen av kriterierna – både grundkriterierna och mervärdeskapande 
kriterier?   
Upplevde du eller ni som företag några särskilda utmaningar med att uppfylla 
grundkraven/de mervärdesskapande kriterierna? Om ja, på vilket sätt och för 
vilka kriterier?  
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Prioriterade ni något kriterium/några kriterier framför andra? Varför?   
Fanns det andra värden som var viktiga för er som företag som inte fångades av 
kommunens grundkrav/mervärdesskapande kriterier? Om ja, hur tog det sig 
uttryck i ert projektförslag?  
Hur såg kommunikationen mellan dig eller ditt företag och kommunen generellt 
sett ut under arbetet med att utveckla ert projektförslag?   
Hur upplevde du eller ni som företag att kommunikationen fungerade?  

 
Bedömnings-, urvals- och avtalsprocessen   
Inledning/info: När ni skickat in ert förslag till 
markanvisningsprocessen påbörjade Luleå kommunen en 
bedömningsprocess där ert förslag  bedömdes utifrån angivna 
grundkrav och mervärdesskapande kriterier. [För de förslag som gick 
vidare efter en första bedömning] påbörjades därefter en process där ni fick 
möjlighet att föra en dialog med bedömningsgruppen om ert förslag. 
Därefter vägde bedömningsgruppen ert förslag mot andra aktörers 
förslag och erbjöd de mest fördelaktiga förslagen att teckna ett 
markanvisningsavtal. 
Hur såg dialogen ut mellan dig/ditt företag och kommunen under det att ni 
vidareutvecklade ert projektförslag efter det stod klart att ni hade gått vidare efter 
den första bedömningen?   
Hur upplevde du/företaget du representerade dialogen med de representanter för 
kommunen som deltog i dialogen?   
Upplevde du/företaget du representerade att kommunens representanter hade 
rätt kompetens för att bidra i dialogen om ert projektförslag? Om nej, vilken 
kompetens saknades?   
Hur upplevde du/ni som företag motiveringen till ja/nej-beskedet från Luleå 
kommun efter att urvalsprocessen/bedömningsprocessen var genomförd? Varför 
valde ni att tacka ja/nej till erbjudandet om markanvisning?   
Vad tyckte du/ni som företag om villkoren i markanvisningsavtalet som ditt 
företag tecknade med kommunen? Hur mycket upplevde du/ditt företag att ni 
kunde påverka utfallet, dvs. villkoren i avtalet, under dialogen?   
  
Bygglov [För de som har blivit beviljade bygglov, kolla med 
Kommunen innan intervjuerna]   
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Inledning/info: När markanvisningsavtalet var skrivet är nästa steg att 
skapa och skicka in en bygglovsansökan till Luleå kommuns 
bygglovsavdelning.   
Hur har ert arbete med projektförslaget sett ut efter det att 
markanvisningsavtalet tecknats?   
Eventuell följdfråga: Vad är orsaken till att ni ännu inte har ansökt om bygglov?  
Har projektförslaget behövt förändras i något avseende? Om ja: På vilket sätt? 
Varför?  
Eventuell följdfråga: Hur har dialogen med Luleå kommun sett ut kring dessa 
förändringar?  
Hur har ni säkerställt att era intentioner med projektet och de kriterier som 
skrivits in som villkor i markanvisningsavtalet har följt med vidare i processen 
(till bygglov, maktöverlåtelse, byggnation, färdig produkt)?   
Hur har du/företaget som du representerade upplevt kontakten med 
bygglovsavdelningen på Luleå Kommun?   
Slutliga frågor:  
Hur har du/ditt företag totalt sett upplevt dialogen med olika representanter för 
kommunen under arbetets gång – från inbjudan till bygglov/tillträde?  
Vilka positiva och negativa aspekter finns det enligt dig med Luleå kommuns 
process för markanvisning inom Kronandalen om du jämför med hur andra 
kommuner gör? (fungerar enbart om de har varit i kontakt med några andra 
kommuner).   
Är ni i dagsläget intresserade av att lämna projektförslag till markanvisning i 
kommande etapper inom Kronandalen? Varför/varför inte?  
Om du fick ge Luleå kommun ett råd när det gäller processen för 
marktilldelning, särskilt med avseende på hur dialogen med er byggaktörer sker, 
vad skulle det vara?  
Finns det något du önskar tillägga som berör ämnet för denna intervju?  
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7.2 Frågor till kommunerna 

Hur går städningen av kriterier till? Vem bestämmer vad? Hur gick 
urvalet till?  Var det en intern eller extern process? Fanns det någon 
konflikt om hur nettolistan skulle utformas? 

Hur skedde avvägningen mellan att välja kriterier som man vet hur 
man följer upp och kriterier som man inte vet hur, eller i alla fall i 
nuläget, inte vet hur man ska följa upp?  

Fanns det en färdig detaljplan innan aktörerna blev markanvisade? 
Varför?  

Hur många personer sitter med i gruppen som bedömer de inkomna 
förslagen? Vilka kompentenser har dom?  

Vilka mer personer fick ”säga sitt” efter att kriterierna tagits fram? Blev 
dom i så fall lysande på (ändrades någonting från utkastet)? Vilka är 
det som HAR sagt sitt?  

Dagens samhälle går ju mer och mer mot mjuka parametrar, och då 
skapas ju frågan, hur ska man som kommun lyckas följa upp dessa?  

Går det att säga att ”så här ska du göra om du ska påbörja ett projekt 
där du ska bygga en ny stadsdel” eller finns det en vinst i att 
kommunen får gå igenom en likadan process som nu har gjort för att 
skapa ett förhållningssätt för just ert unika fall?  

Vilka betygsskalor användes? Vad innebar en femma och vad innebar 
en etta när aktörernas förslag värderades?  

Hur ska billiga bostäder kunna införlivas i framtiden om det inte finns 
ett investeringsstöd? Kommer några krav att tummas ner på? Kommer 
det byggas ”Enklare bostäder”?  

I hur stor utsträckning av det investeringsstödet som gjorde att 
processen gick snabbare nu än ”i vanliga fall”?  
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Hur arbetar kommunen med att få in mindre aktörer på marknaden? 
Vilka åtgärder har vidtagits för att förenkla för minde, lokala aktörer att 
etablera sig på marknaden? 

Sker det någon uppföljning av de aktörerna som inte går vidare i 
processen (av vad de tyckte)? 

Vem är det som kontrollerar om någonting blivit fel i processen (externt 
och intern)?  

Under etapp 2 skedde processerna för markanvisningsavtalet samtidigt 
som bygglov, vilka fler processer skulle kunna ske samtidigt med 
varandra/parallellt?  
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7.3 Frågor till Luleå kommunen  

Fråga 1. Med de erfarenheter som ni har med er från tidigare etapper, 
vilka kunskaper och kompetenser menar du är viktiga att ha med när 
kriterier för marktilldelning formuleras?  

Uppföljningsfrågor:  

Om vi specifikt talar om kriterier som gäller gestaltning och hållbarhet 
som varit i fokus för projektet Kronandalen, vilka kunskaper och 
kompetenser är det då som är viktiga? 

Anser du att det finns några kunskaper och kompetenser som du tycker 
har saknats i de olika etapperna?  

Vilka kunskaper och kompetenser anser du nu är viktiga vid bedömning 
av förslagen från byggaktörerna för beslut om urval? 

Många pratar om betydelsen av att beakta förvaltningsskedet, hur är 
det med kunskaper och kompetenser kopplat till förvaltningsrelaterade 
kriterier? 

Vad är det för typ av frågor som man lyfter när man pratar om 
förvaltning?  

Fråga 2. Vilken betydelse skulle du säga att dessa olika kunskaper 
och kompetenser har för: 

- … formulering av kriterier?  

- … förståelse för kriterier (både internt i kommun och hos 
byggaktörer)? 

- … bedömning mot kriterier? 

- … och uppfyllnad av övergripande mål för Kronandalen?  

 

Fråga 3a.  
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Hur definierar du ”dialogsprocessen”?  

Med de erfarenheter som ni har med er från dialogprocesser på 
Kronandalen, vilka frågor eller vilken typ av frågor är viktiga för 
bedömningsgruppen att ställa till byggaktörerna? Vilka svar eller 
vilken typ av svar är önskvärda att bedömningsgruppen får ta del av 
från byggaktörerna? Varför? 

Uppföljningsfrågor:  

När det gäller byggaktörernas svar, är det något underlag som 
bedömningsgruppen fick ta del av som var särskilt hjälpsamt?  

När det gäller byggaktörernas svar, är det något underlag som 
bedömningsgruppen hade velat ta del av? [Tänk gärna helt fritt utan 
att fastna i vilken förmåga som krävs eller arbetsbelastning det 
innebär att ta fram ett sådant underlag]. 

Vilka andra digitala hjälpmedel ser du? Vilka digitala verktyg har du 
stött på som skulle kunna hjälpa till i uppföljningen?  

Det talas mycket om möjligheten att ta del av digitala underlag för att 
göra olika typer av analyser/bedömningar, är det någonting du i din 
roll eller ni i bedömningsgruppen har kommit i kontakt med under 
dialogprocesserna eller något annat sammanhang kopplat till projekt 
Kronandalen? 

 

Fråga 3b. Vad är enligt dig det ideala utfallet av dialogprocessen på 
Kronandalen? 

Uppföljningsfrågor:  

Om du ser till de genomförda dialogprocesserna, vad har utifrån det 
ideala utfallets perspektiv varit bra eller kunnat förbättras? 

Tror du att det finns möjligheter att nyttja digitala metoder/verktyg 
för att stödja dialogprocesser eller olika typer av bedömningar eller 
beslut som fattas av kommunen inom ett projekt som Kronandalen?  
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Har du kommit i kontakt med något sådant program? Mot bedömning 
och beslut?  

Fråga 4. Med de erfarenheter som ni har med er från tidigare etapper, 
vilken uppföljning anser du och/eller ni inom ert ansvars-
/verksamhetsområde behöver kunna göra efter att 
markanvisningsavtalet är klart? Varför? När? 

Uppföljningsfrågor:  

Särskilt viktiga aspekter att beakta? Och hur? [Tar respondenten upp 
förvaltningsaspekter, om inte, hur beaktas förvaltningsrelaterade 
aspekter i uppföljningen?]  

Så det här uppföljningsskedet, det börjar redan när bygglovsansökan 
kommer in till bygglov?  

Är det någon aspekt som är svår och/eller utmanande att följa upp? 

I bygglovsskedet, innan byggstart, i byggskedet och/eller 
förvaltningsskedet? 

Ser du att du kommer att vara delaktig i eller beröras av 
uppföljningen? 

Hur ser du på att det kommer en annan so tar över efter dig? Kommer 
det bli bättre eller sämre?  

Tror du att det finns möjligheter att nyttja digitala metoder/verktyg 
för att stödja olika typer av uppföljningar inom ett projekt som 
Kronandalen? 
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7.4 Underlag till workshop 2 

AGENDA WORKSHOP OM KRONAN DIALOGPROCESS, 28 
MAJ 2019 

Plats: Stadshuset, Sjöboden, våning 7 

8.30 INLEDNING OCH 
PRESENTATIONSRUNDA 

Annelie 
Granljung 

8.40 Presentation av projektet DORIS Sofia Lidelöw, 
LTU 

8.50 Presentation av resultatet från 
enkätundersökning: Hur upplever 
deltagande byggaktörer Luleå 
kommuns byggdialog?.  

Niklas Törnå, 
LTU 

9:30 Gruppdiskussion I Sofia modererar 

10.10 Presentation av resultatet från 
omvärldsbevakningen: Hur arbetar 
andra kommuner med ”Byggdialoger”? 

Niklas Törnå, LTU 

10.30 Gruppdiskussion II Sofia modererar 

 

10.50 

11.10  

11.30 

 

Gemensam diskussion och reflektion  

Hur tar Luleå kommun detta vidare – 
Vad är nästa steg? 

Avslutning 

 

Annelie Granljung 
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7.5 Underlag till Workshop 3 

AGENDA WORKSHOP OM KRONAN DIALOGPROCESS, 18 JUNI 
2019 

Plats: SBF Midgårdsvägen 

8.30 INLEDNING OCH 
PRESENTATIONSRUNDA 

Robert Eriksson 

8.40 Presentation av projektet DORIS och 
Kronan 

Daniel Rova, 
Luleå  
Sofia Lidelöw, 
LTU 

9.00 Presentation av Workshop med Anders 
Viking 10 mars 2017, hur ser den 
aktuella processen, sett ut ett kommun- 
och ur ett Kronan-projekt-perspektiv.  

Niklas Törnå, 
LTU 

09.30 FIKA  

10.50 Gruppdiskussion I Sofia modererar 

10.20 Omvärldsbevakning, hur går andra 
kommuner? 

Niklas Törnå, LTU 

10.40 Gruppdiskussion II Sofia modererar 

11.30 AVSLUTNING Robert Eriksson 

 

Workshoppen arrangeras inom ramen för projektet DORIS som 
samfinansieras av Luleå kommun och Europeiska regionala 
utvecklingsfonden. 
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7.6 Underlag till workshop 4 

Agenda för Workshop den 14 april 

 

Tid                                     Moment                              

 

10-10:20                             Presentationsrunda av deltagare 

Presentation av Niklas resultat 

Introduktion till workshopen 

 

10:25-10:50                         Diskussion i smågrupper  

Tema: ”Kriterier och urval” 

                       

10:50-11:05                         Återsamling 1  

 

11:05-11:10                         Fika 

 

11:10-11:35                         Diskussion i smågrupper  

Tema: “Dialogsprocess” 

 

11:35-12:00                         Återsamling 2 
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Abstract. Several of Sweden’s Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) use developer dialogue 
processes between them and building actors to aid in the implementation of urban development 
projects. The idea is often to achieve ambitious local sustainability and to encourage a generally 
appreciated collaborative culture; however, processes of planners/developers interactions  are 
challenging to manage in practice. In this study, we aim to depict and analyse a developer 
dialogue process used by a Swedish LPA in an on-going sustainable urban development project 
through the theoretical lens of organizational coordination mechanisms. Particular focus is 
placed on exploring how planners and develops interact while negotiating and implementing 
locally defined sustainability priorities. Empirical material was collected through document 
analysis, workshops and interviews with LPA representatives. Findings from the ongoing study 
indicates that the LPA manage a mixture of formal and informal interdependencies throughout 
in an attempt to achieve a greater fulfilment of their sustainability goals, and better outcomes in 
terms of product compliance. Furthermore, the use of coordination mechanisms for analysing 
the project seems to represent an important instrumental knowledge gap for better understanding 
sustainable urban development projects’ implementation and outcomes. 

1. Introduction     
As part of the general tendency of increased public-private interaction in the Swedish public sector [1],  
several of Sweden’s Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) use developer dialogue processes between them 
and professional builders/developers to aid in the implementation of urban development projects. The 
idea is often to achieve ambitious local sustainability goals - not only in increasing housing supply, but 
also in striving for carbon neutrality, green architecture and social responsibility - while attracting new 
developers and business to the city. The approach encourages a generally appreciated collaborative 
culture; however, tensions such as between cost-driven priorities and sustainability-driven priorities 
between or within stakeholders could inhibit collaboration and negatively affect sustainability outcomes. 
Previous research [2] highlights challenges with working operationally with sustainability-related work 
within the organization of Swedish local governments, for example, in relation to the need for 
coordinating various processes of interaction.  A study of developer dialogues by six Swedish LPAs by 
Storbjörk et al. [3] also illustrates how the LPAs struggle to identify what types of collaborative practices 
that best support the implementation of raised sustainability ambitions.  
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In our study, we aim to depict and analyse a developer dialogue process used by a Swedish LPA in 
a sustainable urban development project through the theoretical lens of organizational coordination 
mechanisms. Particular focus is placed on exploring how urban planners and building actors interact, 
from a perspective of coordination mechanism, while negotiating and implementing locally defined 
sustainability priorities. A similar theoretical lens, using an institutional theory approach to coordination 
mechanisms, has been applied in previous research [4] to study coordination among actors in the 
planning and building process. 

2. Introducing the sustainable urban development project 
The sustainable urban development project is located in an above-average sized Swedish municipality 
(almost 80 000 inhabitants). It was initiated by the local planning authority (referred to as the ‘case 
LPA’) in 2012 to transform a former military area into a new, complete housing district (referred to as 
the ‘Nature Town’) that combines high-quality architecture and sustainable technical solutions. Once 
fully developed, Nature Town will accommodate housing for about 5 500 new residents as well as 
premises for workplaces and service functions. The LPA is realizing the expansion of Nature Town in 
stages by allocating and transferring land sequentially, sub-area by sub-area of the district, to developers 
whose design proposals are deemed by the LPA to meet specific architectonic and sustainability criteria 
concerning (inter alia) urban design, energy efficiency, affordability and accessibility. The process of 
realizing these criteria though a developer dialogue process is the focus of this study.  

Common practice among Swedish LPAs is to regulate conditions for new urban developments 
through detailed development plans. However, since Nature Town resides on municipal land the LPA 
has elected to regulate primarily through development agreements, which are tailored to each developer, 
complemented by a detailed development plan that serves as loose framework for the entire Nature 
Town development area. Since the traditional process for establishing development agreements has been 
criticized for lack of transparency and predictability the LPA decided to develop a new process approach 
that would open up for more developers to participate and in which the design of new property 
developments emerges in dialogue between developers and the LPA. In this study, experiences from 
applying the new process approach in a developer dialogue process for a sub-area of the Nature town 
housing district have been gathered and analyzed from a coordination perspective.  

3. A coordination perspective on dialogue processes 
The last half-decade has seen a massive development in the field of how organizations are coordinated. 
Different attempts to define organizational coordination have emerged but the position taken in this 
research takes its stance from Crowston [5], who viewed coordination as a way of working together in 
the organization by coordinating activities and managing interdependencies between activities 
performed to achieve a mutual goal. By this definition, organizational coordination mechanisms that are 
necessary to achieve the goal and the management of interdependencies are important to elucidate. 

One understanding of mechanisms for coordination comes from March and Simon [6] that made 
distinctions between coordination by plan and coordination by feedback. March and Simons’ work [6] 
was later developed by Mintzberg [7] and presented as five coordination mechanisms: mutual 
adjustment (due to interdependencies among complex tasks), direct supervision, standardization of work 
process, standardization of work output and standardization of work skills. Another understanding of 
coordination mechanisms stems from the work by Roethlisberger and Dickson [8], who pointed out that 
informal structures in an organization are one of the most significant coordination mechanics, a 
significance later coined as the relationship between informal and formal means of coordination and 
other coordination mechanisms [9]. Martinez and Jarillo [10] proposed that informal means of 
coordination, exemplified by cross-departmental relations, informal communication and socialization in 
an organization are as important as formal means for coordination, exemplified by centralized or 
decentralized decision-making, policies and job descriptions.  

Uncertainties in organizational coordination can occur between tasks or activities, defined as task 
interdependencies according to Thompson [11], and can be managed with different coordination 
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mechanisms. Several attempts to explain the occurrence of interdependencies are found in literature. 
Thompson [11] introduces three different coupling forms of interdependencies: pooled coupling (tasks 
in a workflow are disconnected), sequential coupling (tasks need previous task from two or more 
workflows to be completed), and reciprocal coupling (a looping workflow). Mintzberg [7] divides 
interdependencies into four subgroups: work-flow interdependencies (relationships between operating 
tasks), process interdependencies (operators in different sectors talking to each other), scale 
interdependencies (e.g. one key operator have smaller tasks in many processes), and social 
interdependencies (the compromise between objective factors of the work flow and subjective factors). 

Thompson’s [11] constructs for interdependencies were originally developed to describe intra 
(within)-organizational coordination yet interdependencies have, at least in construction management 
research, also been used to study inter (between)–organizational coordination [4]. Intra-organizational 
coordination can most certainly impose other mechanisms and interdependencies than inter-
organizational coordination. This is acknowledged in this research, but not dealt with in particular. 

3.1 Proposing a coordination mechanisms approach to analyse the developer dialogue process  
Summarizing the above, the position taken in this research is that employed organizational coordination 
mechanisms and management of the interdependencies occurring between activities follows Crowston 
[5] and supports our aim to depict and analyse the developer dialogue process. Formal and informal 
means of coordination, based on Martinez and Jarillo [10], and identification of interdependencies as 
analytical concepts conceptualized according to Thompson [11] and Mintzberg [7] are especially 
acknowledged. This approach guides differentiation of activities necessary to achieve set sustainability 
goals and means required to coordinate interdependencies among activities in the developer dialogue 
process utilized for the Nature town project.  

4. Method 
To depict the dialogue process used in the Nature Town project a process model was developed and 
analyzed based on Langley’s [12] sense making of events and process data. Process theories can provide 
explanations in terms of the sequence of events leading to an outcome [12]. Following [12], we 
employed visual maps by boxes and arrows to conceptualize events connected to the dialogue process. 
The events in the dialogue process were identified as: 

• Formal tasks and activities in the form of decision-making activities that are regulated by the 
Planning and Building Act  

• Informal tasks and activities interpreted as emerging and deliberate decision-making activities 
that is not legally regulated but utilized by the LPA in the dialogue process 

• Interdependencies emerging from the formal and informal tasks and activities. 
Interdependencies were interpreted as uncertainties following Thompson’s [11] three different 
coupling forms, Mintzberg’s [7] four subgroups of interdependencies and Crowston’s [5] 
distinction between activities necessary to achieve the goal (in our case the sustainability goals 
of the urban development project) and activities required to manage various interdependencies 
emerging from carrying out decision-making activities. 

To develop the process model, empirical material were collected which includes written 
documentation such as official and working documents and researchers’ notes from meetings and 
informal talks with participating LPA officials (including urban planners, exploitation engineers, 
building inspectors). Based on this documentation, two workshops were held with LPA participants (see 
table 1) during June and October 2019 to validate and refine the draft process model. The first workshop 
(WS 1) involved LPA representatives from the spatial planning department and the land and exploitation 
department and highlighted question marks, hindering factors, unclear decision-making events, unclear 
communication paths, and unclear roles. Particular attention was brought to unclarities of the building 
permit phase of the dialogue process. These unclarities were a specific focus during the second workshop 
(WS 2), which representatives from the building permit department also attended.  
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The final validated process model (presented in Figure 1) shows tasks/activities and their 
interdependencies represented as a series of discrete boxes connected by arrows. More specifically, it 
contains key formal and informal decision-making activities (events) and emerging interdependencies 
detected by workshop participants where builders/developers and/or LPA officials met, interacted and 
negotiated interpretations of the targeted architectonic and sustainability qualities and the solutions that 
can be used to meet them. 

In order to contrast the findings from the dialogue process used in the Nature Town project and to 
deepen the understanding of the coordination mechanisms at work, interviews were held with 
representatives from the LPAs of five Swedish municipalities during September-October 2019 (see table 
1). LPAs A, B, C, D and E were chosen because, like the case LPA, they are situated in population 
growth regions. They were also identified as a either role models for other LPAs that have an interest in 
developing developer dialogue process (LPA B and D) or as a LPA that have tried one of the two 
previously mentioned LPAs’ dialogue process models in their own urban development projects. The 
interviews were loosely structured around a number of pre-defined questions, which focused on the 
interviewees’ perceptions and experiences about developer dialogue processes and key activities therein 
in “their” LPA. They were conducted with an open interview approach, where interviewees initially 
were allowed to introduce their own issues of the topic at hand.  

 
Table 1. Workshop participants, representing the case LPA, and interviewees, representing five other 
Swedish LPAs (A-E). 

Workshop participants  Interviewees 
Organizational unit No. of participants  LPA Organizational unit  No. of 

interviewees WS 1 WS 2  
Spatial planning 2 3  A  Land and Exploitation 2 
Land and Exploitation 3 2  B  Land and Exploitation 2 
Building Supervision 0 3  C  Spatial planning 2 
    D  Land and Exploitation 4 
    E Property development 1 

 
Both the workshops and interviews were recorded and transcribed. The analysis of the empirical material 
involved conceptualizing the identified activities and the emerging interdependencies of the dialogue 
process used in the Nature Town process following the proposed coordination mechanism approach 
described in section 3.1. Findings were compared with the interviewed LPAs’ descriptions to capture 
similarities and differences.  

5. Findings  
The process goes from sustainability goals created by the local planning authority to the sustainability 
outcome. Building actors interested in housing development in the sub-area are invited to submit a 
design proposal, which shall meet the criteria to have a chance to be allocated a land plot. Through an 
evaluation process, consisting of a dialogue process between the building actor and different 
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departments in the local planning authority, the desired sustainability outcome is supposed to be 
achieved and the land plot is transferred.  

Figure 1. Model of the dialogue process consisting of four sub-process and their activities. The letters 
point out interesting areas. It is notable that the figure does not have any time axis; despite that a few 
activities seem to occur parallel to each other they could be happening on different occasions.  

5.1. Setting rules 
There are two different goals of this sub-process. The first is to frame the development process by 
developing and adopting an architectural and quality programme (establishing overall design principles 
and guidelines for sustainable building, see “A” in figure 1) and a detailed development plan (regulating 
the use of the land) for the Nature town housing district. Developing the architectural and quality 
programme and the detailed development plan is a formal activity that it is steered by policies (e.g. 
national sustainability policies) and regulations (the Swedish Planning and Building Act), but it is also 
informal in the sense that it is steered by cross-departmental negotiations, informal communication and 
socialization between politics, officials and other stakeholders.  

The second goal is to establish architectonic and sustainability criteria specific for the sub-area in 
question. The LPA formed a three-person group (called assessment group in figure 1) with 
representatives from the land and exploitation department, the building permit department and the 
spatial-planning department. The group derived a selection and interpretation of the architectural and 
quality programme (called criteria selection in figure 1). In doing so, the group aimed to elucidate the 
criteria that were deemed to be the most important, applicable and monitorable aspects of the 
architectural and quality programme for the specific sub-area. The selection and interpretation process 
was accomplished through mutual adjustment, where the assessment group realized the selection by 
socializing with colleagues in the LPA. It also involved a standardization of the work process (an 
instruction for the building actors on how to develop their proposals) and standardization of the output 
(since the criteria documents states what the LPA wants to achieve in terms of sustainability outcomes).  

Uncertainties between the tasks in this sub-process are if overall sustainability goals of land 
developments in the case LPA are captured by the architectural and quality programme and the detailed 
development plan and then successfully operationalized into criteria for the specific urban development 
project. Another uncertainty is if the criteria are formulated in a way that enables the LPA’s intentions 
to be transmitted to the building actors. Comparing the assessment approach used by the case LPA with 
that of LPA A-E, the function and composition of the assessment group seem to differ. For example, 
LPA E has one or two officials from one department who selects the criteria themselves, whereas LPA 
B hires a consultant who together with one person from the land and exploitation department make the 
selection but also assists with evaluations downstream in the process (see section 5.3). 

An ongoing dialogue in all LPAs addressed in this study is how to set criteria for “soft” aspects of 
sustainability in urban settlements such as togetherness among residents and mixed neighborhoods with 
different housing types and tenures. In this regard, the most apparent uncertainty that LPAs encounter 
is how to set clear and monitorable criteria, also allowing comparisons between building actors’ different 
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design proposals. That is, how to manage all the interdependencies from the political ruling, the strategic 
apex, all the way down to the operating core, i.e. the design and construction of the buildings and the 
spaces between them (to manage the social interdependencies that in the end fulfill the sustainability 
goals). 

5.2. Developing proposals 
From the case LPA's perspective, the two goals of this sub-process are to invite the building actors to 
participate in the land allocation process, and to encourage building actors to submit a design proposal 
that meet the architectonic and sustainability criteria set by the LPA. The LPA’s approach to reach the 
goals is to rely on relationships formed through an informal interdependency, where the two parties (the 
LPA and the building actors) meet, interact and negotiate interpretations of the criteria and the design 
solutions that can be used to meet them. Through dialogue, the two parties are expected to arrive at a 
shared view of the development process and its outcomes. For example, the LPA openly invited building 
actors to a workshop where a draft invitation to land allocation was presented and discussed before a 
refined version was officially announced (see “B” in the figure 5).   

In an attempt to control the outcome and manage uncertainties that could occur in the building actors’ 
submitted design proposals the criteria included in the invitation were divided into three types: 
mandatory criteria (formalities such as information about the organization behind the proposal), basic 
criteria (architectural guidelines to adhere to), and award criteria (desirable architectural and 
sustainability qualities of the buildings and the spaces between them). The mandatory criteria and the 
basic criteria could be seen as formal means of coordination because of their focus on job descriptions, 
and as a direct supervision since they leave little space for own interpretations. However, the award 
criteria is an informal means of coordination since their interpretation is affected by mutual adjustment 
between building actors who produce the design proposals and the assessment group who evaluates 
them.  

5.3. Evaluating proposals 
There are three goals with this sub-process. First, through a comparative evaluation, the assessment 
group is to select the building actors’ proposals that are most likely to succeed in achieving the 
architectural and sustainability criteria. Second, the assessment group (in dialogue with the building 
actor) is to translate solutions from the proposal (deemed to fulfil the criteria) into requirements that are 
incorporated in a land allocation agreement. Third, the LPA is to monitor that building actors consider 
the requirements as they refine their design proposal and apply for building permits. The main 
uncertainties of this sub-process relate to the assessment group’s ability to pick the building actor(s) 
who best fulfill the criteria, to formulate clear and monitorable requirements in the land allocation 
agreement, and to make sure that agreed requirements do not “disappear” downstream in the process.  

The assessments group’s evaluation work was an internal communication activity to assess and 
decide on which building actors that presented the ”best” proposals in terms of fulfilment of the criteria. 
This work is associated with process interdependency where operators in different sectors in the LPA 
talk to each other. When evaluating the proposals, the assessment group used the award criteria as a sort 
of “qualifiers” because they clear the differences between the building actors’ ideas stated in their 
proposals. No ranking of the award criteria were included in the invitation to land allocation to 
encourage building actors to propose new and differentiated ideas for their housing developments. This 
approach opens up for mutual adjustments between the building actors’ and the assessment group’s 
views of how to interpret and operationalize the award criteria into design solutions (See the letter “C” 
in figure 1).  

Among LPA representatives at WS 2 there was a consensual agreement that, in addition to checking 
legal compliance, the building supervisors should also check the fulfilment of the requirements in the 
land allocation agreement (i.e., each individual building actor’s solutions to meet the architectural and 
sustainability criteria for the sub-area, see the letters “D1” and “D2” in figure 1). Otherwise, the criteria 
will not be checked until the transferring of land the sub-process (see letter “E” in the figure 1) which 
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might be too late to take actions for criteria compliance. This procedure could be seen as a direct 
supervision of how well the plans and specifications submitted by building actors in the building permit 
phase application agree with the previously negotiated proposals. The goal is thus accomplished with a 
formal interdependency where the building actor transfer their proposal to the building permit 
department for formal approval. 

The LPAs A-E seem to use a similar evaluation process in that an assessment group scrutinizes the 
proposals and negotiate the agreements. The difference lies in how decisions are made and what 
coordination mechanisms are used. For example, LPA B has a more formal process where they reach 
out to building actors with scored criteria, which could be seen as a standardization of both work process 
and output. The use of scored criteria allows LPA B to raise or lower the scores of specific criteria to 
match the goals of each individual urban development project as they select the building actor(s) based 
on highest total score. The assessment group’s consultant prepares a checklist of scored criteria for each 
selected proposal, which the building actor must complete before being eligible for building permit and 
land allocation. In this regard, the consultant deals with scale interdependency as a key operator 
throughout the whole process. LPA B’s use of a consultant who supervises the process could also be 
seen as an act of direct supervision. 

5.4 Transferring land  
The primary goal of this sub-process is to set up a land transfer agreement in order for the building actors 
company to start on-site construction. The secondary goal is to check that the buildings actor’s building 
permit is valid and that the proposed housing development follows the land allocation agreement.  

When the building actors receive their building permits the assessment group should check if the 
requirements specified in the land allocation agreement have been met and, if so, the land plot is sold 
and transferred to the building actor so that construction works can formally begin. If the requirements 
are not met, the assessment group could abstain from selling. This is an important uncertainty to manage; 
if the building permit do not conform with the land allocation agreement the tedious efforts of the 
assessment group to derive and formulate criteria, to evaluate submitted proposals against them and to 
negotiate with “the winner(s)” will have little impact on the final product. During the workshops, case 
LPA representatives pointed out that this would be a loss for also for the building actors, which have 
made large investments to develop the proposal, to negotiate with the LPA and to apply for the building 
permit. The LPA, on their part, wants the planned new housing developments to be realized. Therefore, 
the assessment group have to date not declined a building actor access to the land, but they have accepted 
compromises in the end product.  

During construction works, the assessment group will not conduct any active on-site inspections; yet 
they claim that they would notice if something changed from what was originally agreed upon. As 
stipulated in the Swedish Planning and Building Act, the building permit department will issue a final 
consultation on-site after which they give a final clearance if the property can be assumed to meet the 
conditions of the building permit. This procedure captures the spirit of the whole process, where the 
core is the social interdependency where actors throughout the whole process is talking and 
compromising between objective factors stated in formal documents and subjective factors where the 
LPA and the building actors work together towards a shared goal through dialogue (See the letters “F1” 
and “F2” in figure 1).  

6. Conclusions and discussion  
We have depicted and analyzed the developer dialogue process used by a Swedish LPA 
through organizational coordination mechanisms. We have investigated the activities in four sub-
processes and developed a process model to understand how the LPA is managing the dialogue process 
to achieve set sustainability goals. 

During the dialogue process, the initially set sustainability goals go through a (re-)interpretation 
process, where the LPA sets the rules and select the criteria that later form the basis for the building 
actor(s) in designing their solutions (see A, B, and C in figure 1). During this process, the end products 
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of the housing developments are outlined and the LPA has the opportunity to affect the sustainability 
outcome. The description of the process through a coordination mechanism perspective reveals that 
mutual adjustment is used alongside more formal standardization of both the outcome and the work 
process. However, interdependencies present throughout seem to make it problematic to maintain the 
suitability goals throughout the whole process since the coordination mechanics applied in later stages 
of the process can be seen as direct supervision. This could lead to trouble in keeping traceability 
between the sustainability goals and the sustainability outcome. 

Architectural and sustainability qualities that are agreed upon during the sub-process of evaluating 
proposals could get lost when information is passed on to the land allocation agreement, to the building 
permit department and back to be checked by the assessment group in a reciprocal coupling (see D1, 
D2, and E in figure 1). Similar to the whispering game there is a risk that information could disappear 
in this coupling interdependency. 

As shown in figure 1 (see F1 and F2), the way the LPA interacts with the building actor(s) involves 
social interdependency throughout the whole process. The LPA and the building actor(s) partake in on-
going socialization; they talk with each other and negotiate solutions. If this interdependency is managed 
properly, it might lead to a greater sustainability goal fulfillment. 

Further research will focus especially on the building actor's perspectives of the developer dialogue 
process. It is also vital to note that the first buildings are currently being built in the Nature Town and it 
is only when they are finished that we will be able to distinguish if the applied coordination mechanisms 
created the necessary conditions for meeting the sustainability goals that the LPA strives to fulfill.   
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Abstract
Swedish municipalities are taking an active role in shaping and implementing sustainabil-
ity-related policies in urban development by initiating and governing sustainability-profiled 
district developments on municipally owned land. To drive sustainable development and 
innovation in these districts and develop future policies, municipalities use land allocation 
agreements to set project-specific sustainability requirements on housing development pro-
jects that go beyond the current national building regulations. Developers play a key role 
in implementing these municipal sustainability requirements. The purpose of this paper is 
to explore housing developers’ perceived barriers to implementing municipal sustainability 
requirements in their projects, which ultimately constrain possibilities for municipalities 
to drive sustainable development. Findings are based on case studies of two sustainability-
profiled district developments in different Swedish municipalities. Main barriers perceived 
by the developers could be categorized into: (1) increased costs when adapting to unfore-
seen changes that constrain project budgets and (2) conflicting interests and objectives 
between interdependent actors. These barriers are contextualised within the relationship 
between the developers and municipalities. Contributions are made to literature on devel-
opers’ roles and perspectives in sustainability-oriented urban development. We illustrate 
how conflicting short-term and long-term interests between developers and municipalities 
complicate and impede problem solving in housing development projects. This calls for 
more research on these actors’ interests, and how they align and conflict in these types of 
projects. Findings also illustrate how developers resolve issues through interactions with 
municipalities, indicating collaborative problem solving processes to investigate further.
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1 Introduction

Contemporary sustainable housing development practices are changing the roles of pub-
lic and private actors (Hagbert & Malmqvist, 2019). It is becoming increasingly common 
for Swedish municipalities to initiate and govern the development of high-profile residen-
tial districts that are designated to act as models for sustainable urban development and 
testbeds for innovation (see e.g. Storbjörk & Hjerpe, 2014; Hagbert & Femenias, 2016; 
Kågström, 2020), here referred to as sustainability-profiled districts. While municipalities 
in Sweden have a monopoly on urban planning and land use, as is the case in several coun-
tries (Tambach & Visscher, 2012), they also use their position as landowners to govern sus-
tainability in local urban development (Francart et al., 2019). Similar utilisation of public 
land has been observed in the Netherlands, Finland, Denmark, Switzerland and Germany 
(Bulkeley & Kern, 2006; Greber, 2016; Smedby & Quitzau, 2016; Tambach & Visscher, 
2012; Valtonen et al., 2018). In Sweden, municipalities use land allocation agreements to 
place project-specific sustainability requirements on building development projects that 
exceed the current building regulations (Brokking et al., 2020; Caesar, 2016; Candel et al., 
2021; Francart et  al., 2019; Smedby, 2016; Smedby & Quitzau, 2016; Storbjörk et  al., 
2018), referred to here as municipal sustainability requirements. This practice is particu-
larly common in sustainability-profiled district developments.

Property developers play a key role in implementing sustainability-related policies in 
urban development, although they do not receive much attention in this literature (Storb-
jörk et al., 2018; Taylor et al., 2012). On the other hand, there is a general recognition of 
the potential that collaborations between public and private actors in housing have for con-
tributing to sustainable development in cities (Fell & Mattsson, 2021). In Sweden, develop-
ers are defined as “those who carry out, or assign others to carry out, design, construction, 
demolition or groundworks for their own account” (SFS, 2010:900). Findings from previ-
ous studies suggest that different types of property developers perceive different challenges 
specifically related to project-specific municipal sustainability requirements (Candel et al., 
2021; Hagbert & Malmqvist, 2019; Storbjörk et al., 2018). Here we focus specifically on 
housing developers, referring to a type of property developer that finances and develops 
residential buildings that they either intend to sell or rent out, which can also be termed 
residential property developers. Since housing developers are responsible for interpreting 
and implementing municipal sustainability requirements in their projects and thereby real-
ising municipalities’ sustainability objectives in sustainability-profiled districts, the spe-
cific challenges that they perceive warrant further investigation.

There is a significant body of literature, mainly from the construction management field, 
that identifies developers’ perceived barriers to sustainable construction (SC) (e.g. Deng & 
Wu, 2014; Häkkinen & Belloni, 2011; Isaksson & Linderoth, 2018; Zainul Abidin et al., 
2013), also referred to as sustainable building, and to innovation and change more gener-
ally (e.g. Ivory, 2005; Vennström & Eriksson, 2010). These barriers provide an overview 
of the challenges that developers face with regards to implementing new SC solutions and 
practices within their individual projects. However, it is not certain how these perceived 
barriers to SC translate to the implementation of municipal sustainability requirements 
where there is a contractual relationship with a municipality involved. Here we explore 
these perceived barriers to SC further in this particular context, building on the assumption 
that sustainability-profiled district developments initiated and governed by municipalities 
form distinct project environments for housing developers to navigate. The overall purpose 
of the paper is to explore how housing developers’ perceived barriers to SC influence their 
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implementation of municipal sustainability requirements in Swedish sustainability-profiled 
districts. We answer Storbjörk et al.’s (2018) call for more research exploring the perspec-
tives of property developers in sustainability-oriented urban development and contribute to 
the growing discussion on the topic (e.g. Taylor et al., 2012; Hagbert & Femenias, 2016; 
Hagbert & Malmqvist, 2019; Brokking et al., 2020; Kågström, 2020).

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. In the following section we present a 
description of the Swedish planning context to elaborate on what is meant by municipal 
sustainability requirements and how they fit into the planning process. This is followed by 
previous literature on developers’ perceived barriers to SC and to innovation and change 
more generally. Here we also present principal-agent theory, which provides the concep-
tual framework for analysing the relationship between developers and municipalities in 
this context. After this we present two case studies that were carried out, data collection 
methods and the analysis. This is followed by a presentation of the results, which are then 
discussed in relation to the previous literature. The paper is concluded with the main theo-
retical contributions, implications for policy and practitioners, the limitations of the study 
and suggestions for future research.

2  Municipal sustainability requirements in the Swedish context

In Sweden, municipalities have what is often referred to as  a monopoly on planning in 
their geographical area, which entitles them to decide when, where and how land develop-
ment takes place (Blücher, 2013). In their role as public authorities, Swedish municipalities 
have two legally binding formal planning instruments which are intended to regulate urban 
development and steer it in a sustainable direction (Hedström & Lundström, 2013). These 
are detailed development plans (detaljplaner) and building permits (bygglov), produced in 
that order (ibid). In the detailed development plans, municipalities can specify permitted 
uses of buildings, the size of buildings and the size of individual dwellings (Valtonen et al., 
2018). It has become a common practice in Sweden to have housing developers carry out 
the early phases of their projects in parallel with the detailed planning process and par-
ticipate in preparing detailed development plans (Kalbro, 2013). This is supposed to give 
housing developers the opportunity to influence the detailed planning process, improve 
coordination between planning and construction (Caesar, 2016; Kalbro & Lindgren, 2018) 
and accelerate the planning process (Bröchner et al., 2020). However, the planning process 
in Sweden is to a large degree controlled by a municipality’s traditions (Olander & Landin, 
2008), and many still choose to allocate land after the detailed planning process. In their 
study, Olander and Landin (2008) found that housing developers perceive the Swedish 
planning process for new developments to be time-consuming, costly, unfair, and a source 
of uncertainty.

In addition to their role as a public authority, municipalities in Sweden have other 
options to steer urban development in their role as land owners (Francart et  al., 2019). 
Housing developers consider Swedish municipalities important suppliers of buildable land 
since many of them own significant portions of the land in their geographical area (Caesar, 
2016). In the case of public land development in Sweden, housing developers are assigned 
to municipal land, either during or after the detailed planning process, by signing land allo-
cation agreements. Land allocation agreements are defined as “an agreement between a 
municipality and a developer [byggherre] that gives the developer the sole right to negoti-
ate with the municipality for a limited time and under given conditions on the transfer or 
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lease of a certain piece of land owned by the municipality for the purpose of development” 
(SFS, 2010: 900). Housing developers then work with the municipality in what Caesar 
(2016) describes as an ‘interdependency-based partnership’ to produce a final development 
agreement. After this the serviced building plots are transferred to the developers, building 
permits are issued and building development can begin (Francart et al., 2019). In efforts 
to drive sustainable development, many municipalities in Sweden use sustainability crite-
ria when choosing developers to allocate land to and include project-specific sustainability 
requirements that go beyond the national building regulations in the land allocation agree-
ments, typically included as attachments in a separate document (Caesar et al., 2013; Brok-
king et al., 2020; Candel et al., 2021).

There is some controversy regarding these types of municipal requirements (see Sven-
sson & Torbäck, 2016). In 2014, a new law was introduced in Sweden that prohibits 
municipalities from setting requirements on technical properties that go beyond those in 
the national building regulations (Boverkets byggregler), also termed special requirements, 
in connection to implementing detailed development plans (SFS, 2010: 900). However, in 
their role as land owners, municipalities still set additional requirements, and the law is not 
considered as clear on this matter (Francart et al., 2019). Either way, Högström et al (2019) 
assert that translating sustainability goals into specific requirements during planning is an 
important part of the process that links individual development projects to municipalities’ 
strategies. Francart et al. (2019) have explored the use of municipal sustainability require-
ments, and to some extent the relationship between municipalities and developers, from 
the municipalities’ perspective. In order to understand how these requirements are imple-
mented in the housing development projects, a more in-depth investigation of the housing 
developers’ perspectives is needed.

3  Previous literature on developers and theoretical framework

3.1  Developers’ perceived barriers to sustainable construction

We adopt a specific focus on SC because this is generally also the focus of municipal sus-
tainability requirements. By reviewing previous literature on developers’ perceived barriers 
to implementing SC we identify two main categories; increased financial risk and conflict-
ing objectives.

3.1.1  Increased financial risk

Developers’ understanding is crucial for the development of SC, which is ultimately deter-
mined by their interest in and willingness to adopt SC considerations in their projects 
(Häkkinen & Belloni, 2011; Isaksson & Linderoth, 2018). A lack of developer understand-
ing and competence is therefore a major barrier to SC (ibid). For housing developers, the 
fear of increased costs appears to be one of the most significant barriers to the considera-
tion of SC (Opoku & Ahmed, 2014; Osmani & O’Reilly, 2009; Shen et al., 2017; Williams 
& Dair, 2007; Zainul Abidin et al., 2013). A big issue here is the way that risks and costs 
are distributed among actors. For instance, numerous studies point to a lack of benefits 
and incentives for housing developers to adopt green building practices (e.g. van Bueren 
& Primeus, 2002; Circo, 2008; Deng & Wu, 2014; Isaksson & Linderoth, 2018). Increased 
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costs for solutions that lack benefits simply reduce developers’ potential profits, meaning 
SC may be perceived as an unrewarded financial risk.

Life cycle studies on green buildings recognize that savings accrued throughout the 
buildings life cycle might outweigh additional costs from the construction phase (Circo, 
2008). However, lower operational and maintenance costs in the long-term for the end 
users are difficult for housing developers to predict and therefore to profit from (van Bueren 
& Primeus, 2002; Circo, 2008). End users are often not involved in decision-making pro-
cesses and housing developers are instead “strongly fixated on the investment decisions 
related to the development costs” which often sways them away from SC practices (van 
Bueren & Primeus, 2002; 82). In addition to this, developers lack sufficient information 
regarding the costs of implementing various sustainable solutions and practices, and they 
are concerned about the reliability of new technologies (Williams & Dair, 2007; Osmani 
& O’Reilly, 2009). Difficulties in procuring green products locally and lacking local tech-
nical skills can also make it difficult for developers to adopt new technologies from their 
local industry, which results in increased costs for importing products (Zainul Abidin et al., 
2013). Furthermore, Häkkinen and Belloni (2011) found that they perceive a lack of sup-
port and clear methods for both setting SC goals and interpreting them as requirements 
and criteria for procurement. Developing this know-how requires resources, thereby further 
increasing the costs and associated risks of SC.

3.1.2  Conflicting objectives

SC is not always aligned well with developers’ other interests and objectives. For housing 
developers, SC lacks a sense of urgency due to a lack of customer demand and government 
regulations (Osmani & O’Reilly, 2009; Zainul Abidin et al., 2013). Governmental policies 
and regulations are typically considered as one of the main drivers and enablers for SC 
(Olanipekun et al., 2016; Zainul Abidin et al., 2013), but the wrong type of regulation or a 
lack of regulation can act as a barrier (Häkkinen & Belloni, 2011). Toppinen et al. (2018) 
also point out that regulations that drive sustainability reflect societal needs rather than 
consumer needs, which developers are more concerned with. A perceived lack of customer 
demand is a major concern for most developers since it suggests that SC will not increase 
the value of their final product (Häkkinen & Belloni, 2011; Zainul Abidin et  al., 2013). 
Seeking to develop their SC capabilities in the long-term is thereby in conflict with cater-
ing to their customers to increase the value of their final product in the short-term. How-
ever, Osmani and O’Reilly (2009) found that this is not necessarily the case for developers 
operating in niche markets. It should be noted that developers are more likely to consider 
SC solutions when constructing buildings that they will be operating, such as offices, due 
to long-term benefits like lower energy and maintenance costs (Zainul Abidin et al., 2013). 
Developers’ overall objective to increase the value of their final product is also connected 
to their desire to minimise costs, discussed previously.

Sustainable development also covers a very wide range of environmental, social and 
economic sustainability issues. Sustainability objectives in housing development can 
thereby differ significantly and are often in conflict with each other (Williams & Dair, 
2007), seen to be the case in sustainability-profiled district developments as well (Francart 
et al., 2019). In their study, Williams and Dair (2007) found that conflicting sustainabil-
ity objectives sometimes force developers to prioritise one objective over another. This is 
done by determining which sustainability objective is more desirable given the develop-
ers’ priorities and local circumstances (ibid). The majority of the previous literature on 
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developers’ perceived barriers to SC is solely concerned with environmental sustainabil-
ity meaning social and economic sustainability do not receive as much attention, which is 
a common critique of sustainable urban development (Martin et al., 2018). This suggests 
that important conflicts between different types of sustainability objectives have been over-
looked in much of this previous literature.

This previous literature is largely focused on explaining why developers choose not to 
implement SC in their projects and less on the actual implementation process. For this 
reason, the studies are mainly concerned with developers’ initial consideration of SC, 
which involves weighing benefits against risks and costs to evaluate the business case for, 
or against, it. However, previous literature on developers’ perceived barriers to innovation 
illustrate how implementation processes pose their own set of challenges, discussed fur-
ther in the next section. How perceived barriers emerge and develop during the process of 
implementing new SC solutions and practices, ergo after a developer has already decided 
they will attempt to implement them, thus warrants further investigation. Here we explore 
the perceived barriers to SC as potential barriers to implementing municipal sustainability 
requirements, paying particular attention to their implications during the actual implemen-
tation process. Previous research has also focused on more typical developments. Here we 
contribute with an exploration of developers’ perceived barriers to SC in flagship projects 
with high sustainability ambitions imposed by a local authority. The objective is to gener-
ate more in-depth and context-dependent knowledge of how these barriers are perceived 
and what consequences they have for implementing municipal sustainability requirements 
in Swedish sustainability-profiled districts. Exploring how barriers are perceived in these 
types of projects could generate valuable insights for improving the sustainable value 
generated by them and contribute to ongoing discussions about sustainability issues in 
urban development and the housing market at large. We do this by the following research 
question:

RQ1 How are barriers to SC perceived by housing developers in relation to implementing 
municipal sustainability requirements in sustainability-profiled districts?

3.2  The role of developers and their project relationships in innovation

Sustainable development calls for innovation and change. It has long been recognised that 
developers, which are more commonly referred to as construction clients in the construc-
tion management field, play an important role in the process of both initiating and imple-
menting innovation in development projects (Kulatunga et al., 2011; Lindblad & Karrbom 
Gustavsson, 2021). Developers are often presented as important change agents and innova-
tion champions because of their position to govern projects by setting specifications and 
formulating requirements during procurement (e.g. Havenvid et al., 2016; Kulatunga et al., 
2011). However, this is also challenged due to the numerous institutional, industrial and 
attitudinal barriers to change that they perceive (Vennström & Eriksson, 2010). Perceived 
institutional barriers include government regulations and formal standardized contracts. 
The industry culture, which is typically described as conservative, also results in a strong 
resistance to any deviations made from the established industry practices (ibid). Previous 
studies have found that developers tend to perceive innovation as too risky and not profit-
able enough to implement in their projects (e.g. Davies et al., 2014; Häkkinen & Belloni, 
2011; Ivory, 2005), which aligns with the previous research on their perceived barriers to 
SC. As a project-based industry, developers tend to focus on projects rather than processes, 
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which results in a short-term focus on costs and productivity that hinders learning and 
innovation (Häkkinen & Belloni, 2011). Furthermore, since innovations in construction are 
usually implemented in projects, rather than within the firm, the implementation process 
typically involves complex negotiations with other actors in the project (Harty, 2008). The 
process of implementing innovation in projects is thus heavily influenced by relationships 
between actors within the project.

Relationships between projects and other actors in the project environment can also 
impact project processes and outcomes and generate varying degrees of uncertainty 
(Jensen et al., 2006). Olander and Landin (2005) have previously identified housing devel-
opers and municipalities as two of the major stakeholders during the earlier phases of hous-
ing development projects. However, there is a lack of research that investigates their rela-
tionship from the perspective of the developers in the context of implementing innovation. 
Municipal sustainability requirements, which typically entail innovation, are formulated by 
municipalities and implemented in housing development projects. This means that negotia-
tions over their implementation are not only held between actors within the housing devel-
opment projects, but also between the municipalities and housing developers (c.f. Candel 
et al., 2021). The relationships between municipalities and housing developers would thus 
likely affect the ways in which housing developers choose to, or are able to, address per-
ceived barriers as they emerge, making them especially significant for understanding the 
particular context of Swedish sustainability-profiled districts. Here we address the influ-
ence of the relationship between housing developers and municipalities on the process of 
implementing innovation during early project phases. These relationships are interpreted 
here using principal-agent theory, presented in the following section, and their implica-
tions for addressing perceived barriers are explored in order to answer the second research 
question:

RQ2 How are perceived barriers to implementing municipal sustainability requirements 
influenced by housing developers’ relationships with municipalities?

3.3  Principal‑agent theory

In the context of projects, principal-agent theory has been applied to a variety of project 
relationships (see e.g. Turner & Müller, 2004; Jensen et  al., 2006; Parker et  al., 2018). 
An agency relationship is defined as one party (the principal) depending on another party 
(the agent) to perform a service or undertake some kind of action on their behalf (Turner 
& Müller, 2004). In other words, the principal delegates work to the agent (Eisenhardt, 
1989a). Principal-agent theory is adopted here since it is considered particularly appropri-
ate for the study of hierarchical and contractual relationships (Jensen et  al., 2006), such 
as the relationship seen between municipalities and housing developers in Swedish sus-
tainability-profiled districts. Principal-agent theory is also considered suitable for studying 
conflicting interests and objectives between actors in agency relationships (Shapiro, 2005), 
which aligns with the second barrier to SC being explored here. The theory is based on the 
assumption that there is a misalignment between the principal and agent’s objectives and 
interests, and posits that aligning them through the use of incentives is prevented by asym-
metric information and knowledge (Eisenhardt, 1989a; Hart & Holmström, 1987; Water-
man & Meier, 1998).

The information advantage that agents typically have over principals, who are not able 
to monitor everything that the agent does, can lead to a lack of effort and opportunistic 
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behaviour, referred to as moral hazard (Eisenhardt, 1989a). Principals protect themselves 
against moral hazard by monitoring the agent’s work, enforcing contracts and choosing 
appropriate agents (Jensen et  al., 2006). Although, there remains the problem of agents 
that misrepresent their skills and abilities when being hired, which is referred to as adverse 
selection (Eisenhardt, 1989a). However, from the perspective of the agent, the relationship 
is arguably a lot more complex. There are problems inherent in serving multiple principals 
with competing and possibly conflicting interests, which is often the situation that agents 
find themselves in (Shapiro, 2005). While principals are competing with each other for 
influence over the agents, the agents are forced to weigh their different interests with their 
own self-interest and make compromises and trade-offs between them (Waterman & Meier, 
1998).

In principal-agent theory, a distinction is often made between behaviour-based contracts 
and outcome-based contracts. Behaviour-based contracts, such as employment contracts, 
typically require more monitoring, while outcome-based contracts require the measure-
ment of outcomes and allocate more risk to agents (Eisenhardt, 1989a). Outcome-based 
contracts are based on the agent’s achievement of specific performance standards and 
requirements. Municipal land allocation agreements can thereby be considered outcome-
based contracts. The typical challenges with these types of contracts are related to difficul-
ties in gathering information on various outcomes to be able to measure performance and 
allocating risk to agents who are commonly considered to be more risk averse (Eisenhardt, 
1989a; Jensen et al., 2006). This shift of risks from the principal to the agent is a result 
of outcome uncertainty. Outcomes are not completely dependent on the agent’s effort and 
work because they can also be affected by various environmental factors (Shapiro, 2005). 
Here we explore these challenges further in the case of municipal land allocation agree-
ments with municipal sustainability requirements.

4  Research design

4.1  Case studies

A comparative case study of two ongoing sustainability-profiled urban district develop-
ments in Sweden is used to develop in-depth and context-dependent knowledge of housing 
developers’ perceived barriers to implementing municipal sustainability requirements (Fly-
vbjerg, 2006). Using multiple case studies enabled us to make comparisons and improve 
the validity of the results. An abductive approach was used, meaning the empirical field-
work and case analysis evolved simultaneously while consulting previous literature itera-
tively (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). This approach is suitable for case study research where the 
objective is to create new knowledge rather than confirming existing theories (Eisenhardt, 
1989b). The urban district developments Stockholm Royal Seaport (SRS) and Nature Town 
(NT) were chosen due to the municipalities’ high ambitions regarding sustainable develop-
ment and their symbolic value as flagship projects. As a consequence, the municipalities in 
both cases place many high sustainability requirements on the housing development pro-
jects to challenge the developers to develop and implement SC solutions and practices. The 
municipalities put more resources into these projects than their typical projects as they are 
expected to create more societal value in the long-term in the form of these new sustain-
able practices and solutions. These are extreme and somewhat unusual cases, which can 
reveal aspects that have been overlooked in the study of more typical cases (Stake, 1995). 
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Flyvbjerg (2006; 229) argues that extreme cases also generate more information about phe-
nomena as they “activate more actors and more basic mechanisms”, which makes it pos-
sible for researchers to explore deep rooted sources of problems. By studying these particu-
lar cases we expect to see perceived barriers differ somewhat from the previous literature, 
either in their nature and/or in scope.

SRS and NT are both large, long-running and complex urban district developments in 
Sweden. The former was initiated and is governed by Stockholm municipality and the lat-
ter by Luleå municipality. Stockholm is located in central Sweden and Luleå in the north-
ern part of the country, both on the eastern coast. Both district developments are divided 
into different stages that are mostly implemented sequentially, with some stages running 
in parallel. Each stage has a different set of municipal sustainability requirements and acts 
as an experiment for the municipalities to develop ways of governing and advance the 
development and adoption of innovative SC solutions and practices. In other words, the 
municipal sustainability requirements frame the public value that the municipalities seek 
to create. One of these stages from each district development was studied, which made it 
possible to investigate multiple housing developers’ implementation of the same municipal 
sustainability requirements.

The stage that was studied in SRS consists of eleven private housing developers all 
building residential condominiums, and the stage in NT consists of twelve private housing 
developers building residential condominiums, some of which changed to rental apartment 
buildings during the planning process. The study was carried out during the early phases 
of the housing developers’ projects after land allocation agreements had been signed. The 
early phase of a construction project is considered important for innovative activities and 
planning project execution because important conceptual decisions and strategic choices 
are made and technical solutions that satisfy the project requirements are being developed 
(Kolltveit & Grønhaug, 2004). During this time the housing developers conduct pre-stud-
ies, work on developing their solutions and design to meet both the municipalities’ require-
ments and their own. They also start planning the production and coordinate their plans 
and activities with the municipality and neighbouring developers. A notable difference 
between the two cases in this study regards the housing developers’ participation during 
the detailed planning process. In SRS, the early phase of the housing development projects 
are carried out in parallel with the detailed planning process. In NT, on the other hand, the 
detailed development planning process is finalized prior to the housing developers sign-
ing land allocation agreements with the municipality, meaning they had finished detailed 
development plans to plan their projects around from the start.

4.2  Data collection and analysis

Semi-structured interviews were the main method used to explore the housing developers’ 
perceived barriers to implementing municipal sustainability requirements in the two cases. 
The analysis and results are therefore largely focused on the material gathered from these 
interviews with the developers. Interview questions included background information and 
themes such as their working process, perceived challenges, the municipal sustainability 
requirements and working with other actors including the municipality. To gain more gen-
eral background knowledge of the two cases, semi-structured interviews with municipal 
representatives, including two focus group discussions in NT, were conducted along with 
a review of documents. This material was used to gain a general understanding of how the 
municipalities govern the housing developers, what municipal sustainability requirements 
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are included in the stages that were studied, important events and decisions that had been 
made and the overall history of the districts. Non-participant observations from different 
types of meetings between the housing developers and the municipality in SRS were also 
conducted to see first-hand how these actors discussed perceived barriers with each other. 
The empirical material, which is summarised in Table  1, was collected between March 
2018 and May 2019 in SRS by one of the researchers, and between May 2019 and June 
2020 in NT by the other researcher. All of the interviews and focus group discussions were 
recorded and transcribed by the researchers.

The analysis followed an interpretative and explorative process where the qualitative 
material was analysed in several steps in order to search for patterns, as opposed to con-
firming predefined hypotheses (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). The material from each 
case was first analysed separately by the researcher that had collected that material. This 
included reading through the interview and focus group transcripts, documents and obser-
vation notes in order to familiarise ourselves with the material. Direct interpretations and 

Table 1  Empirical material used in the study

Case Empirical material

Stockholm Royal 
Seaport (SRS)

Interviews (60–120 min/interviewee):

11 private housing developer project managers, all building condominiums (HD SRS)
1 office developer project manager
1 construction consultant project manager
3 municipal planning project managers (2 were interviewed twice) (M SRS)
1 municipal sustainability strategist
1 municipal consultant responsible for sustainability coordination
1 municipal contract lawyer
Documents:
Sustainability program for Stockholm Royal Seaport
Action plan containing municipal sustainability requirements (attached in the land 

allocation agreements)
5 formal letters from housing developers to the municipality
2 responding letters from the municipality
Minutes from meeting about garages
Observations:
9 h total (1 general meeting, 1 competence seminar, 1 sustainability forum)

Nature Town (NT) Interviews (30–120 min/interviewee):
12 private housing developer project managers (HD NT)
2 architects working with the housing developers
2 municipal planning project managers
Focus groups:
1 with 7 representatives from Luleå municipality (120 min)
1 with 12 representatives from Luleå municipality (120 min)
Documents:
Sustainability program for Nature Town
3 investigations of developers’ perceptions of the municipality
Mapping of the municipality’s planning process with problem areas
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aggregations of instances from the interviews with the housing developers were then gath-
ered (Stake, 1995). At this stage, any and all challenges related to the housing developers’ 
implementation of the municipal sustainability requirements that could be identified in the 
material were compiled, which included both intra- and inter-organizational challenges. 
These challenges that had been identified in each case were then reviewed by the other 
researcher, followed by a discussion between the two researchers, addressing any perceived 
bias through ‘member-checking’ (Yanow, 2014). After this, the direct interpretations and 
aggregations from the two cases were compared to each other, looking for similarities and 
differences, in order to assess the consistency of emerging patterns. The various challenges 
were categorized using a reflexive form of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This 
process of abstraction resulted in two main perceived barriers, both of which are closely 
related to barriers to SC identified in previous research.

After identifying the main perceived barriers, we explored how they are influenced by 
this particular context, and found that the relationship between developers and municipali-
ties is especially important. To analyse this relationship further, and its influence on the 
housing developers’ projects, we applied principal-agent theory. We likened the role of the 
municipalities to that of a principal, since they are setting requirements for the develop-
ers in the land allocation agreements, which would subsequently make the developers into 
agents. We began by using the theory to describe the relationship between the municipali-
ties and developers from this perspective. After this, we consulted the previous literature 
on principal-agent theory to identify possible implications of this type of relationship, and 
of different types of contracts, for the agents. These implications were then compared to 
the developers’ perceived barriers identified in the thematic analysis. This resulted in the 
identification of aspects of the perceived barriers in this empirical context which could be 
explained further using principal-agent theory.

5  Housing developers’ perceived barriers to implementing municipal 
sustainability requirements in sustainability‑profiled districts

5.1  The relationship between housing developers and municipalities

The municipalities in SRS and NT can be seen as principals since they depend on the 
housing developers (agents) to develop the new houses in their districts and realise their 
sustainability objectives. In these cases, the municipalities act as principals by setting 
requirements in municipal land allocation agreements. The land allocation agreements are 
outcome-based contracts because they are founded on the housing developers’ achievement 
of specific requirements. This means that more risk is shifted to the developers as a result 
of general outcome uncertainty. The municipal sustainability requirements in these agree-
ments go beyond typical land-use regulations: “This is the project with the absolute strict-
est requirements from the municipality on so many different dimensions” (HD SRS). The 
municipal sustainability requirements in the land allocation agreements greatly influence 
the work that is carried out by the housing developers’ project managers during their plan-
ning and design phases, preceding their procurement process. During this time they try to 
implement the municipal sustainability requirements while also producing viable projects 
that align with their own interests. As agents, the housing developers must weigh the inter-
ests of principals with their own self-interest.
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“What was in the land allocation agreement has very much governed the way the pro-
ject looks today, how it has developed. It has mainly been about holding together all 
of the sustainability requirements with that related to customer value and budget… 
so we can develop something we are actually able to carry out” (HD SRS)

However, this agency relationship is not entirely clear because the municipalities are 
technically also suppliers for the housing developers who are buying their serviced build-
ing plots. In addition to their monopoly on planning, the municipalities in the two cases 
own significant portions of land, which makes them important stakeholders for the hous-
ing developers who depend on their supply of developable land. The housing developers 
thereby agree to implement the municipal sustainability requirements from the land allo-
cation agreements in return for receiving the sole right to negotiate buying the serviced 
building plots in these districts, which also come with a lot of publicity and prestige. There 
is some confusion over the roles, and consequently the distribution of responsibilities, in 
this arrangement where “the municipality is after all the owner [principal], but at the same 
time they [the housing developers] are the ones that carry out the development” (M SRS). 
The housing developers pay the municipalities for the land and stand for the costs of carry-
ing out their own housing development projects and implementing the municipal sustain-
ability requirements. Much of the costs and risks are thereby placed on the housing devel-
opers. The housing developers do not necessarily find this distribution of responsibilities 
and risks to be favourable or fair.

“Before we started working with this the district got a prize for sustainable urban 
development… They [the municipality] place a lot of the responsibility and costs on 
the housing developers for something they are [taking credit for] and I do not think 
that is a good way to work” (HD SRS)

Regarding the housing developers’  relationships with the municipalities, a distinction 
can be made between the short-term relationship within the temporary organisation that is 
the housing development project, and the potential long-term relationship. Managing the 
short-term relationship is essential for delivering the individual project, but the potential 
long-term relationship they are building with the municipality is of equal importance. This 
is especially true for housing developers that have not worked with the municipality pre-
viously and are using their projects to enter a new market. Housing developers that are 
already established in the area are also concerned with building up good faith with the 
municipality given the prospect of receiving favourable land allocations in the future, both 
within the same sustainability-profiled district and elsewhere. Although it is unclear how 
this practice is actually carried out, there is an informal understanding that municipalities 
offer developers more favourable land allocations in the future if they do well in these types 
of district developments that are considered more difficult. Interviewees from NT refer to 
this as “förtroendekapital”, which translates to trust capital. It is common for developers 
to contribute with numerous projects in different stages of the same sustainability-profiled 
district development. This has particularly been the case in SRS, which started in 2000 and 
is estimated to take three decades to finish (Sustainability program SRS), while NT started 
more recently in 2019 (Sustainability program NT).

As a result of some municipal sustainability requirements, the housing developers also 
have more interdependent relationships with neighbouring developers. For instance, devel-
opers in both cases were forced by the municipality to collaborate on the construction of 
shared facilities, such as garage solutions. Both municipalities have requirements on large 
underground garages connected between several houses with limited parking for residents 
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and more spaces for bicycles. In their sustainability programs, this is presented as part of 
an effort to reduce the use of cars, keep car traffic away from the areas around the residen-
tial buildings to improve safety and other social sustainability factors, and to promote more 
sustainable modes of travel, specifically walking, using bicycles and public transport. For 
the housing developers, this further reduces their autonomy and increases uncertainty and 
risk in their projects: “The risks here are that we cannot govern by ourselves” (HD SRS).

The housing developers’ principal-agent relationships with the municipalities influence 
their perceived barriers to implementing the municipal sustainability requirements, pre-
sented in the next two sections. Furthermore, issues related to implementing the munici-
pal sustainability requirements are typically resolved through further interaction with the 
municipalities. These interactions, aimed at resolving the emerging issues related to the 
perceived barriers, take the form of both formal and informal dialogues and negotiations: 
“We get a lot of questions and then we need to handle that, create meetings and forums 
to meet their [the developers’] eventual critique and engage in dialogue” (M SRS). They 
are carried out in a variety of online (due to covid-19) or in-person meetings between one 
or several housing developers and the municipalities, as well as workshops, seminars and 
through emails and formal letters, such as those reviewed in this study.

5.2  Increased financial risk

5.2.1  The cost of implementing municipal sustainability requirements

The housing developers stress that implementing the municipal sustainability requirements 
in SRS and NT “costs a lot” (HD SRS; HD NT). The high cost of implementing many 
municipal sustainability requirements, combined with high prices on land in the SRS case, 
means there is less room for other unexpected additional costs in the housing developers’ 
budgets. In other words, they reduce the developers’ ability to adapt to changes in the eco-
nomic conditions of their projects, which can be considered as financial flexibility. This 
entails an important conflict of interest between the housing developers and municipalities. 
Already being an actor aiming to maximise their economic position, costs of implementing 
municipal sustainability requirements makes the housing developers more concerned with 
reducing their costs where they can. The housing developers’ project managers are aware 
that if they cannot find solutions that meet the requirements set by their own parent organi-
zation they will be forced to back out and have wasted the resources and time already put 
in. The parent organization is another principal with their own interests and requirements, 
such as budget and time.

“We try to find as cost-effective solutions as possible and that is where the difficulty 
lies. Everything can be solved but after a while we cannot build it because it will be 
too expensive” (HD SRS)

The housing developers are fully aware that implementing the municipal sustainability 
requirements will entail additional costs. These additional costs are first perceived as bar-
riers when unforeseen changes occur. The high complexity in these housing development 
projects, which is largely a direct result of the many high municipal sustainability require-
ments, means that there are high levels of uncertainty during the early project phases. 
The increased uncertainty results in many perceived changes to the housing developers’ 
understanding of the conditions for their projects, which can make progress difficult: “The 
conditions are changing all the time and the design for our house has in a way become 
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meaningless” (HD SRS). Flexibility is essential for adapting to these unforeseen changes 
because “when changes occur there are of course things that cannot be realised and things 
need to be altered” (HD NT).

5.2.2  Need to reduce costs when adapting to unforeseen micro and macro level 
changes

Increased costs from implementing municipal sustainability requirements become a major 
barrier when housing developers are forced to adapt to unforeseen changes that constrain 
their budgets. Unforeseen changes can constrain their budgets either by increasing their 
costs further or reducing the market value of their final product. The additional costs from 
the municipal sustainability requirements thereby become more difficult to work into their 
budgets. However, changes the housing developers consequently wish to make to their 
designs in order to reduce their costs and meet their new budgets need to be negotiated 
with and approved by the municipalities, especially if they affect the implementation of 
the municipal sustainability requirements. The unforeseen changes the housing developers 
perceive as having the biggest impact on their ability to implement the municipal sustain-
ability requirements include unforeseen technical issues, changes caused by the municipali-
ties and changing market conditions. The first two can be considered as changes caused by 
micro variables at the project and programme level while the latter changes are the result of 
macro variables.

Unforeseen technical issues related to implementing the municipal sustainability 
requirements are prominent in both cases and typically emerge at the project level as the 
housing developers’ work progresses and their understanding of the building conditions 
increases. The typical issue here is that they realise various solutions will entail more 
costs to implement than initially expected, for instance “labour costs and alternative costs 
because this drain chute needs to be included” (HD SRS). Perceived changes caused by 
the municipalities, on the other hand, include alterations made to the municipal require-
ments and releasing unexpected and important information late in the process. Require-
ments from the municipalities are subject to modifications during the process leading up 
to a final development agreement. In the SRS Action Plan there is a whole section list-
ing the “requirements that will be clarified later”. However, even smaller modifications to 
the municipal requirements can be perceived as big issues for the housing developers that 
make it difficult for them to predict their costs.

“With these toilets, for example, it said that you ‘can’ and ‘should’ use them, and 
now it says that we are ‘supposed to’. That is a really big difference. From the munic-
ipality’s perspective it is just a way to clarify, but from our, the housing developers’, 
perspective it means additional costs” (HD SRS).

Housing developers also perceive delays in the release of important information from the 
municipalities as significant unforeseen changes. This could be interpreted as an instance 
of asymmetric information where the principal initially has the information advantage, 
which is not what we would typically expect in a principal-agent relationship. For example, 
in SRS the municipality conducted their noise investigations after land allocation and in 
NT the municipality did not carry one out during detailed planning. Meanwhile the hous-
ing developers from both cases assumed that this had been done before the land was allo-
cated and they had started working on their projects. This lack of transparency resulted in 
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more uncertainty and wasted resources for the housing developers as they were forced to 
rethink their designs and material choices.

“We had some ideas that were put on hold with this new noise investigation. We 
were thinking about buying volume elements from Lithuania but will probably have 
to reconsider because there will be too many vibrations for that type of construction” 
(HD SRS)

Finally, changing market conditions due to a recent recession greatly affected the housing 
development projects in both cases. The change in the housing market created much uncer-
tainty and perceived financial risk, making it particularly difficult for the housing develop-
ers to form viable project budgets. This macro level change also further exacerbated the 
issues perceived from the other types of unforeseen changes that require additional costs to 
adapt to.

“There are probably few budgets that go together today. Nobody is buying for these 
prices and the land prices do not line up with the actual housing prices that are sink-
ing” (HD SRS)

The unforeseen changes presented above, particularly the changing market conditions, 
made all of the housing developers in both cases focus more on exploring options for 
reducing their costs. Since the municipal sustainability requirements entail increased costs 
for the developers, attempting to remove or alter some of them through negotiations with 
the municipalities becomes one option that they explore: “I think everyone has been work-
ing towards not having to implement this solution” (HD SRS). Modifications can also be 
made to other types of municipal requirements to make implementing more of the sustaina-
bility requirements possible. For instance, in order to adapt to the new market several hous-
ing developers in NT were allowed to change their projects from building condominiums 
to rentals, which is regulated in the detailed development plans. However, this transition to 
rental apartments meant that the developers had to reconsider many other aspects of their 
projects. Since the transition was done quite late in the planning and design process this 
also entailed wasted resources for the developers. Furthermore, other changes proved to be 
difficult to make given the context of their land allocation agreement with the municipality.

“When the situation only got worse and worse a decision was made to switch to 
rental apartments. However, the municipality’s requirement was that we should build 
an underground garage under the house. We were not allowed to change the garage 
which made this very expensive.” (HD NT)

An issue that makes adapting to these unforeseen changes more difficult for the devel-
opers is working with too many details too early in the process as result of having a lot of 
specific municipal sustainability requirements in land allocation agreements. This is prob-
lematic since resources are put into developing aspects that will likely need to be altered 
as the projects progresses and the conditions imposed by the project environment change.

“As a developer you do not want things to be too detailed too early because it can 
be many years before construction starts and then the market and technology can 
change… it has been too detailed because we developed our solution a couple of 
years ago and the market has changed and the customer category we saw then we 
might not have today” (HD NT).

Reducing asymmetric information through good communication with the municipal-
ity is essential for implementing municipal sustainability requirements when adapting 
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to unforeseen change. Since changes need to be negotiated with the municipalities, it is 
important that the municipalities understand why they are necessary from the housing 
developers’ perspectives, especially since the housing developers have more information 
and knowledge regarding the practicalities of actually implementing the municipal sustain-
ability requirements in their projects.

“There is some kind of constant change in the conditions. Then you cannot assume 
that things are set in stone, but you have an ongoing dialogue about why you make 
changes, if you make changes, and ensure that both parties think this is the best solu-
tion” (HD NT)

5.3  Conflicting objectives

5.3.1  Actors’ conflicting interests result in conflicting objectives and requirements

Conflicting interests between developers and municipalities are perceived as a major bar-
rier when these interdependent actors are unable to align these interests and find imple-
mentable solutions that they can agree on. The housing developers and municipalities have 
different interests and objectives from each other, which become especially apparent in the 
face of unforeseen changes such as those discussed previously. For example, the housing 
developers are sensitive to changes in the market, which is not necessarily the same case 
for the municipalities who focus more on the long-term urban development in their cities, 
as illustrated by the following quote.

“You want to deliver what all stakeholders are demanding at the time when you go 
out with a product, what the market needs or what the municipality thinks they need, 
because that can change over time. Maybe there is a boom when this product comes 
out and everyone will be building condominiums, then there is a recession and every-
one will build small rental apartments, but maybe the municipality still wants some-
thing else to be built.” (HD NT)

The municipalities in the two cases want to drive sustainable innovation by challeng-
ing the housing developers with many difficult requirements in their land allocation agree-
ments. Since these are outcome-based contracts, this means that the housing developers 
end up taking on a lot of risk. While the housing developers that take part in these sustain-
ability-profiled district developments generally want to contribute to sustainable develop-
ment and innovation as well, they also want to reduce uncertainty and risk in their projects. 
This interest in reducing uncertainty and risk is antithetical to driving innovation.

“Investigating new materials and construction techniques is something we would 
rather not do because we want to use proven methods” (HD NT).

It is also clear that the housing developers do not always agree with the particu-
lar issues and solutions that the municipalities have chosen to prioritise. While the 
municipalities naturally want the developers to meet as many of their sustainability 
requirements as possible, implementing them is sometimes in conflict with the hous-
ing developers’ own self-interests. For instance, implementing the municipal sustain-
ability requirements in the two cases is resource intensive and thereby entails high costs 
for the housing developers, as discussed previously. This goes against the interest of 
the housing developers who are generally concerned about keeping their costs down as 
this affects both their budget and potential future profit. For this reason, the developers 
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in both cases question whether each municipal sustainability requirement is worth the 
additional costs and try to oppose requirements they do not consider worthwhile.

“Is this sustainable in the sense that you can motivate the costs for it?... The cost 
for implementing this is very high... and at the same time the benefits are limited” 
(HD SRS).

 The housing developers are concerned about how different solutions will impact the 
value of their final product and what they expect that their buyers will want. Municipal 
sustainability requirements that are considered to reduce the value of their final prod-
uct, either by being undesirable for potential buyers or having costs that exceed poten-
tial benefits, are in conflict with the housing developers’ interests. For this reason, the 
developers will generally be opposed to implementing these requirements.

“An enormous responsibility is placed on our buyers. I am not sure that our buyers 
are interested in this solution. I think it will be more difficult to sell the apartment. 
And above all, it poses a huge risk to the buyers and the association that will run 
this facility.” (HD SRS)

 On the other hand, the developers will prioritise municipal sustainability requirements 
that they believe will increase the value of their product. The developers are after all 
motivated to meet the objectives and interests of their principals, as well as their own 
interests. For this reason, they will be especially driven to meet these requirements.

“Everything that you can connect to customer value we see as more beneficial. It 
could be things like the shared facilities, a greenhouse in the courtyard, or solar 
cells on the roof so that the residents feel like they live in a modern building.” 
(HD NT)

 In addition to weighing the potential benefits and costs of various requirements, 
housing developers are also more concerned with the feasibility of actually implement-
ing them in their projects. During their planning and design processes it was discovered 
that several of the municipal sustainability requirements in the two cases are in direct 
conflict with each other. This would not have been as obvious for the municipalities that 
are less concerned with the practicalities of actually implementing them. Implementing 
all of the municipal sustainability requirements in the same housing development pro-
ject is thereby perceived as technically impossible.

“Certain requirements in the detailed development plan are not technically fea-
sible. For example...the closed neighbourhoods and the daylight requirement in 
Miljöbyggnad [a Swedish environmental certification] are not compatible… You 
do not notice this until you start looking at details, which is a shame because it 
costs quite a lot to do a competition... A lot of requirements have been set without 
knowing what they entail in practice when you start building” (HD NT)

Some municipal sustainability requirements were even discovered to be in direct con-
flict with national building regulations and thereby not legally feasible to implement, 
alluding to conflicting interests between local and national authorities.

”They say we should have green roofs and a lot of vegetation on the roofs, but 
at the same time it is not approved from a fire safety standpoint... So the sustain-
ability program requires us to build something that we are actually not allowed to 
build” (HD SRS).
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As mentioned previously, some requirements from the land allocation agreements force 
the housing developers to collaborate over shared facilities. This means that the munici-
palities are forcing them to collaborate with their future competitors. While the housing 
developers are interdependent, their relationship is not hierarchical and typically not con-
tractual either, meaning they do not consider the other housing developers as principals. 
This means that the housing developers will consider their own self-interest and the inter-
est of their principals, such as the municipalities, more important than the interests of the 
other housing developers. When too many of the housing developers are forced to collabo-
rate, conflicting interests make it particularly difficult for them to agree on one solution. 
While the housing developers do have different interests and priorities, conflicting interests 
between them are largely rooted in their similarities. They typically expect the other hous-
ing developers to act opportunistically and do everything they can to maximise their own 
economic position because that is what they themselves intend to do.

“There is not one developer who does not optimize his own situation because this is 
about so much money. That can be the difference between getting a project together 
and not getting a project together… No one gives up anything voluntarily to make it 
better for others and worse for themselves. This results in either not agreeing, mean-
ing you cannot move forward, or the issue is buried until you are forced to address it” 
(HD SRS)

5.3.2  Addressing conflicts when implementing municipal sustainability requirements

Housing developers try to resolve issues that emerge as a result of conflicting interests and 
requirements through dialogue and negotiation with the municipality. As the principal, 
the municipality has the last say regarding modifications to, or the complete removal of, 
municipal sustainability requirements. On the other hand, as the agents the housing devel-
opers typically have the upper hand with regards to knowledge and information about the 
technical and practical aspects of implementing the municipal sustainability requirements 
in their projects. This is partly because they are in the business of carrying out housing 
development projects and thereby have previous experience to draw on, and because they 
are carrying out these housing development projects and put a lot of work into trying to 
implement the requirements in their designs and planning. For this reason the housing 
developers are often able to make their case which typically enables them to get changes 
through when they are deemed vital.

“It is probably no problem to meet these requirements if you have a little freer reins 
somewhere. But now I have solved it. We have been to the municipality where we 
had an architect with us to justify why we had to divide it into three houses and prove 
with daylight, and other things, that we could not solve it in any other way... We have 
spent a lot of time investigating, changing and proving to the municipality why it is 
not possible to do this… We meet the requirements in the detailed plan and Miljö-
byggnad, but we do not follow the competition proposal to the letter. We have tried as 
far as we can" (HD NT)

How well inter-organisational conflicts are managed and whether or not the actors 
are able to find solutions to problems largely depends on their communication with each 
other. The frequent emergence of different types of conflicts is seen in both cases, although 
the gravity of the problems can vary significantly. This makes it important for actors to 
have good communication with each other and transparency for building trust. Since the 
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housing developers depend on the municipalities to keep them correctly informed about 
many aspects, there are several instances where the principal has the information advan-
tage, which is less commonly discussed in relation to principal-agent relationships. The 
developers generally consider their communication with the municipalities to be good. 
However, there are instances where there is a lack of transparency and communication 
between the actors which hinders conflict resolution. A lack of communication directed at 
reducing asymmetric information and knowledge prevents the actors from aligning their 
interests and objectives.

“We thought that the question regarding noise was evaluated when we got the land 
allocation agreement. It turns out that it was not. We feel that they allocated land too 
early and were not aware of the conditions. We got incorrect and poorly supported 
analyses concerning their ambitions… We cannot plan… And we have not gotten 
any feedback on how the sewer system and garage will work either. So we are not 
doing anything.” (HD SRS)

When communication from the municipality is slow, one consequence is that “there are a 
lot of rumours” (HD SRS), causing confusion and suspicion amongst the housing devel-
opers. Another common issue is that the people from both the municipality and hous-
ing developers are sometimes swapped out. It can therefore be unclear for the developers 
whom they should be talking to and through what channels, which is further complicated 
when communication within the municipality is lacking.

“There has been a dialogue and in the end we have agreed on what we should do. 
Then it turns out the agreements that have been made with [specific municipal pro-
ject managers] may not apply now when we have come to the building permit. Then 
they have a completely different view of the matter... They have apparently not talked 
to each other" (HD NT)

A lack of information and knowledge about the land allocation and development process 
also caused issues for the developers in both cases. For example, there is much uncertainty 
over which municipal sustainability requirements are negotiable, meaning the developers 
might be investigating possible modifications to requirements to align their interest bet-
ter that the municipality is not actually able to make modifications to. A lack of informa-
tion regarding how the developers were chosen by the municipality also resulted in several 
developers perceiving the land allocation process as unfair. This created friction between 
the housing developers.

“Some who won have promised a lot. They have not thought it through or they do 
not care and accept penalties... To win, you had to say how far you would go down 
in energy usage and those who won got to choose blocks first, but can they actually 
follow through?” (HD SRS)

The importance for the housing developers to build and maintain a good relationship 
with the municipalities, which is one of the main drivers for them to build in these dis-
trict developments, sometimes hindered communication. The prospect of generating trust 
capital for more favourable land allocations in the future led housing developers to self-
censor, exacerbating asymmetric information between them and the municipalities and cre-
ating a stark contrast between the challenges expressed during seminars and workshops 
and those discussed in interviews. They are reluctant to openly oppose requirements from 
the municipality unless the other developers follow suit. If several housing developers per-
ceive similar issues with certain municipal sustainability requirements they are more likely 
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to address them, because if they can approach the municipality as a group they are less 
likely to be singled out and labelled as being difficult to work with. In SRS, the housing 
developers created a forum on their own initiative so that they can raise concerns to the 
municipality together. This was done by drafting formal letters to the municipality, such as 
those reviewed in this study, which listed all of the housing developers’ current concerns 
over specific municipal sustainability requirements and were then signed by several of the 
developers.

”It is always sensitive to be the one that is troublesome towards the municipality. We 
have a long-term relationships with the municipality and then you do not want to be 
the only one that causes difficulties when everyone else follows” (HD SRS).

A lack of communication and transparency between actors generally results in signifi-
cant adverse effects that can be seen in both cases, namely distrust between actors, confu-
sion over the division of responsibilities, the spreading of rumours and simply postponing 
solving problems for later in the process. These effects ultimately result in higher perceived 
uncertainty for the housing developers which may lead to additional perceived changes. A 
lack of transparency can lead to distrust between actors if they lack knowledge and under-
standing of each other’s intentions, motives and abilities. For example, some of the housing 
developers do not expect the municipality to act in their best interest, whether intentionally 
or unintentionally.

“As I see it, the market is saturated with new builds. And I think the municipality 
will want to release too much too quickly.” (HD SRS)

Municipalities and developers are different meaning more is required from them to build up 
a good understanding of each other. For this reason, the municipalities are just as likely not 
to trust the housing developers. Some interviewees from the municipalities in both cases 
expressed distrust and apprehension regarding the housing developers’ perceived barriers 
to implementing their requirements. They suspected that their complaints were unfounded 
and exaggerated and sought to protect themselves from this moral hazard. Housing devel-
opers from NT also perceive the high degree of detail in the detailed development plan and 
land allocation agreements as a form of micromanaging, which typically indicates a lack of 
trust.

“I reacted the most to this thing with the facade material that was decided from the 
beginning… There are lots of things that we could have solved to everyone’s satisfac-
tion at a later time. They do not trust us, and not only us, but everyone else as well” 
(HD NT)

Good communication is also needed between the housing developers to avoid ambigu-
ity and confusion over the division of roles and responsibilities and to reduce uncertainty. 
However, when conflicts emerge between the housing developers that they struggled to 
resolve on their own they expect the municipalities to intervene and take an active role in 
helping them, which they are not necessarily inclined to do.

“We are building a garage together so when they do not start their project we are left 
without any parking spaces. But even when they start their projects, how should we 
divide the costs? Who will be responsible for the project management? Who is the 
owner?... We could also build for the municipality and make them the owners, but 
they did not want to do that... They wanted us to build it together which creates a lot 
of anxiety and uncertainty among the developers” (HD NT)
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If problems remain unresolved it is common that they are simply pushed forward to be 
resolved later in the process, for instance through “dialogue along with the building per-
mits” (HD NT). However, this is more likely to create bottlenecks that further impede their 
implementation of the municipal sustainability requirements.

6  Discussion

The findings illustrate how developers’ perceived barriers to SC, here categorised into 
increased financial risk and conflicting objectives (c.f. Opoku & Ahmed, 2014; Osmani 
& O’Reilly, 2009; Shen et al., 2017; Williams & Dair, 2007; Zainul Abidin et al., 2013), 
are also perceived as barriers when implementing municipal sustainability requirements in 
sustainability-profiled districts. To answer the first research question, we elaborate further 
on how these barriers emerge and are perceived during the implementation process, which 
poses its own set of challenges (c.f. Harty, 2008), and the particular implications that they 
have for housing developers in the context of flagship projects with high ambitions on sus-
tainability. Regarding increased financial risk, the in-depth exploration revealed that the 
housing developers first perceive this as a major barrier when they need to adapt to unfore-
seen changes that constrain their budgets. In SRS and NT, this included unforeseen techni-
cal issues and changes caused by the municipality, which typically increased the housing 
developers’ costs, and the downturn in the housing market which decreased the expected 
value of their final product. High costs for implementing municipal sustainability require-
ments reduce the housing developers’ ability to fit other project costs into their budgets 
(c.f. Storbjörk et al., 2018). Unforeseen changes that constrain their budgets therefore result 
in some municipal sustainability requirements being perceived as too risky regarding costs 
and value for money (c.f. Häkkinen & Belloni, 2011; Ivory, 2005). Similarly, a perceived 
lack of customer demand for municipal sustainability requirements that entail innovation 
becomes a concern for housing developers who are driven by the market (Hagbert & Feme-
nias, 2016; Storbjörk et al., 2018). The unexpected constraints on their budgets make them 
more risk averse and less willing to invest in innovations that they consider to show lit-
tle promise for increasing the value of their product (Häkkinen & Belloni, 2011; Zainul 
Abidin et al., 2013).

Previous research has identified conflicting objectives as a major barrier to implement-
ing SC (e.g. Francart et al., 2019; Williams & Dair, 2007). Here we see that conflicting 
objectives, in the context of housing development in sustainability-profiled districts, are 
largely rooted in conflicting short-term and long-term interests between the housing devel-
opers and municipalities. This is in addition to the typical conflicts between different types 
of sustainable urban development goals (Martin et al., 2018). The housing developers in 
both cases are developing condominiums that they will sell after completion, although 
some developers in NT changed to rental apartments when the market declined to align 
their interests more with the municipalities’ long-term interests. As a result, they generally 
have a short-term focus on costs and productivity within the individual project (c.f. Häkki-
nen & Belloni, 2011; Vennström & Eriksson, 2010). It was also observed that they became 
increasingly concerned with the technical feasibility of implementing various solutions as 
their projects progressed. The municipalities, on the other hand, are more interested in the 
long-term sustainable development in their cities. Weighing different interests from prin-
cipals with one’s own self-interests and being forced to find compromises and trade-offs 
between them is characteristic of the agent role in principal-agent relationships (Waterman 
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& Meier, 1998). These differing interests and concerns, which are often in conflict with 
each other, lead to a variety of conflicting objectives and requirements. For instance, there 
are several instances where the municipal sustainability requirements are in direct conflict 
with each other regarding technical properties, meaning it is not possible for the housing 
developers to find solutions that satisfy all of them, which Williams and Dair (2007) found 
in their study as well. The conflicts between driving sustainable development and the hous-
ing developers’ other objectives are in this context not internal for the developers since it is 
the municipalities that are pushing for the sustainable development and innovation.

The effects of the barriers explored here are exacerbated by each other and there is some 
notable overlap between them. Given the emphasis on increased costs and a lack of ben-
efits in previous literature on developers’ perceived barriers to SC (e.g. Opoku & Ahmed, 
2014; Osmani & O’Reilly, 2009; Shen et al., 2017; Williams & Dair, 2007; Zainul Abidin 
et al., 2013), and the distinct and significant implications observed in the case studies, we 
settled on categorising financial risk as a specific barrier. However, conflicting interests 
between the municipalities’ long-term objectives and the housing developers’ short-term 
objectives are arguably the main underlying issue for both sets of barriers presented here. 
In this empirical context, financial risk and conflicting objectives should therefore be con-
sidered as distinct and notable barriers that are both rooted in conflicting interests between 
housing developers and municipalities, rather than being completely separate from each 
other. Applying principal-agent theory here highlights how a major challenge for the hous-
ing developers is weighing these conflicting interests and finding compromises and trade-
offs between them, while the municipalities, in their role as principals, can try to find ways 
to align them through the use of incentives (c.f. Shapiro, 2005; Waterman & Meier, 1998). 
On the flipside of this, given the principal-agent relationship between the housing develop-
ers and municipalities, the housing developers are extra motivated to work on solutions that 
align with both their own and the municipalities’ interests and objectives.

Previous literature has generally assumed that developers act as principals in relation 
to driving and implementing SC (c.f. e.g. Häkkinen & Belloni, 2011; Isaksson & Lin-
deroth, 2018) and innovation more generally (c.f. e.g. Havenvid et  al., 2016; Kulatunga 
et al., 2011). Here we illustrate how, in the context of developers’ relationships with munic-
ipalities in Swedish sustainability-profiled districts, municipalities are instead adopting 
the role of the principal using outcome-based contracts and the developers are in turn act-
ing as agents (c.f. Eisenhardt, 1989a; Turner & Müller, 2004). This supports Hagbert and 
Malmqvist’s (2019) claim that contemporary sustainable housing development practices 
are changing the roles of public and private actors. However, we can also deduce that this 
is not an entirely typical principal-agent relationship. For instance, the developers do not 
always have the information advantage, as previous literature on principal-agent theory 
would suggest should be the case (c.f. Eisenhardt, 1989a; Jensen et al., 2006). Furthermore, 
although the municipalities place requirements on the developers, they can also be seen as 
the developers’ suppliers of buildable land. Either way, the process of implementing the 
municipal sustainability requirements in the housing developers’ projects involves complex 
negotiations between multiple actors, as is generally the case for innovation in construction 
(Harty, 2008). However, since new solutions are imposed on these housing development 
projects by municipalities, we illustrate how negotiations over emerging issues related to 
their implementation are first held between the housing developers and the municipalities 
in the district, as opposed to other actors within the construction projects, answering the 
second research question.

In housing development projects in sustainability-profiled districts, early decisions 
on solutions and designs are largely dependent on the land allocation agreements and 
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the relationship with the municipality, as Caesar (2016) has previously pointed out 
is the case for most housing developments on municipal land. For this reason, good 
communication between these actors, including a clear division of responsibilities, is 
vital for resolving emerging issues and reconciling conflicting interests (c.f. Taylor 
et al., 2012; Turner & Müller, 2004). Findings also strengthen Caesar’s (2016) conclu-
sion that housing developers are highly dependent on the supply of suitable land and 
this  strongly dictates their need to develop good relationships with municipalities in 
Sweden that are big landowners, which is sometimes even pursued at the detriment 
of the project at hand. The findings illustrate how the work from land allocation to a 
final development agreement is a complex and ‘fuzzy’ process that neither the housing 
developers nor the municipality have full visibility or control over. During the front-
end, the housing developers in these district developments are ultimately seeking to 
increase their flexibility when adapting to unforeseen changes, by for example reduc-
ing their costs and negotiating modifications to the municipal sustainability require-
ments, and simultaneously reduce uncertainty and risk (c.f. Storbjörk et al., 2018).

7  Conclusions

7.1  Theoretical contributions

The purpose of this study is to explore how housing developers’ perceived barriers 
to SC influence their implementation of municipal sustainability requirements, and 
to contextualise this within their relationship with municipalities in Swedish sustain-
ability-profiled districts. Developers perceived barriers to SC are categorised into 
increased financial risk and conflicting objectives and explored in two sustainability-
profiled district developments in Sweden. The findings illustrate how increased finan-
cial risk caused by high costs of implementing municipal sustainability requirements 
is first perceived as a major barrier when housing developers are faced with unforeseen 
changes that constrain their project budgets. Conflicting objectives are largely rooted 
in conflicting short-term and long-term interests between the housing developers and 
municipalities. The principal-agent relationship dynamics between the housing devel-
opers and the municipalities ultimately shape the housing developers’ perceptions of, 
and possibilities for, addressing these barriers. The findings contribute to the growing 
discussion on the perspective of property developers and their role in sustainable urban 
development (e.g. Taylor et  al., 2012; Hagbert & Femenias, 2016; Storbjörk et  al., 
2018; Hagbert & Malmqvist, 2019; Brokking et al., 2020; Kågström, 2020). Contribu-
tions are also made to literature on the use of municipal sustainability requirements in 
public land development (e.g. Bulkeley & Kern, 2006; Francart et al., 2019; Smedby, 
2016; Smedby & Quitzau, 2016; Tambach & Visscher, 2012) by exploring the impli-
cations from the perspective of the housing developers and applying principal-agent 
theory to their relationship with municipalities. Finally, contributions are made to the 
general knowledge of developers’ perceived barriers to SC (e.g. Deng & Wu, 2014; 
Häkkinen & Belloni, 2011; Isaksson & Linderoth, 2018; Zainul Abidin et  al., 2013) 
by presenting a distinct empirical context where they are forced to implement new and 
challenging project-specific requirements set by municipalities.
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7.2  Policy implications

The findings have implications for municipalities that want to use land allocations to drive 
sustainable urban development by challenging private sector actors to implement sustain-
able innovations in their projects. While municipalities are able to drive sustainable devel-
opment in projects taking place on municipal land, they cannot ensure that their influence 
extends beyond these individual projects. However, flagship demonstration projects offer 
the potential of changing mainstream construction practices through the dissemination of 
new knowledge, which we would argue must be co-created by the municipalities and devel-
opers together. An important element in developing these new solutions and practices that 
the construction industry might actually be willing to adopt en masse lies in the developers’ 
ability to find innovative ways to make them feasible and profitable. Exploring how various 
requirements affect housing developers and their projects reveals the extent of the munic-
ipalities’ influence and their limitations. For example, municipalities’ ability to produce 
viable opportunities for housing development projects with high requirements on sustain-
ability is heavily dependent on market conditions. Municipal sustainability requirements 
result in additional costs for the housing developers, so when the market is stagnant the 
housing developers struggle to form their budgets. For these reasons, it is not enough for 
municipalities to govern housing development projects in an authoritative manner, but they 
should also find ways to enable more flexible and collaborative forms of problem solving.

Since municipalities are important principals for housing developers, they are motivated 
to find solutions that align with both actors’ interests and objectives. According to princi-
pal-agent theory, the challenge lies in aligning them (c.f. Eisenhardt, 1989a; Hart & Holm-
ström, 1987; Waterman & Meier, 1998). The study further supports suggestions previously 
made by Francart et al. (2019), namely that municipalities should work on establishing and 
maintaining good communication with developers to help align their objectives and reduce 
misunderstandings regarding responsibilities. Since conflicting interests between actors 
result in conflicting requirements, it would also be beneficial for the actors to have a better 
understanding of the others’ perspectives. Municipalities should take more time to commu-
nicate their own interests and perspective to the housing developers and try to gain a better 
understanding of the housing developers’ interests and perspectives. This would improve 
their ability to find desirable solutions to conflicting requirements in their dialogues with 
developers, and could perhaps help them avoid major issues in future projects, or at least 
recognise earlier on which requirements might cause problems.

7.3  Practical implications for housing developers

The findings also have practical implications for housing developers implementing munici-
pal sustainability requirements in sustainability-profiled districts. They provide indications 
of the obstacles that housing developers’ project managers will face when they are forced to 
implement municipal sustainability requirements. Creative problem-solving is sometimes 
required when implementing challenging municipal sustainability requirements designed 
to drive innovation. This can entail exploring ideas that do not come to fruition, which 
requires both time and resources resulting in higher costs and financial risk for the housing 
developers. The planning and design phases of housing development projects in these types 
of sustainability-profiled district developments can therefore be expected to take longer and 
cost more than typical projects would.
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7.4  Limitations and suggestions for future research

The municipalities studied here use land allocation agreements with high requirements on 
sustainability to create a set of conditions that the private housing developers must work 
with during the early planning phases of their projects. This will influence their solutions 
and consequently their procurement process, making the municipalities important change 
agents and principals for the developers. The housing developers’ intermediary role, where 
they are both being governed by municipal sustainability requirements and governing their 
projects through procurement, in other words acting as both an agent and a principal, is 
thus in need of further investigation. For example, possible questions for future research 
could be how developers translate, or materialize, municipalities’ sustainability require-
ments when designing their procurement strategy. Another question for future research is 
procedures for following up on sustainability requirements. Are the sustainability require-
ments met on a short and long-term basis, and if not, why?

The findings indicate that housing developers play an active role in determining the 
ways in which municipal sustainability requirements are implemented into their projects. 
The requirements established during this phase will determine the rest of their project, 
along with the planning and relationship building that takes place. Future research could 
therefore investigate the housing developers’ role in governing the process of implementing 
municipal sustainability requirements further in other parts of their projects. The focus in 
this paper is also on housing developers’ contributions to implementing SC in their pro-
jects. However, they may play important roles in contributing to sustainable development 
goals by addressing other issues in housing development and transforming the industry in 
other ways. Developers’ roles in addressing other important aspects of sustainable housing 
development should be explored further.

Here we illustrate how conflicting interests between housing developers and municipali-
ties initially make the process of problem solving in housing development projects more 
complex. Given their importance during the transition from land use planning to housing 
development, the interests of these two actors should be explored further to develop more 
knowledge of how and when they are aligned and in conflict. Here we also allude to the 
collaborative problem solving process that takes place between housing developers and 
municipalities to resolve issues related to implementing municipal sustainability require-
ments, but do not focus on delving into the actual process. Therefore, we call for more 
research that explores this collaborative problem solving process between housing develop-
ers and municipalities. In addition to this, the findings suggest that collaboration between 
developers in district development stages play an important role in resolving issues related 
to implementing municipal sustainability requirements, which could be explored further.

Here we have explored the use of municipal sustainability requirements in land alloca-
tion agreements in two Swedish municipalities. However, these practices are very specific 
to national and even city contexts. For this reason future research should also explore this 
practice further in other contexts to improve generalizability. Future studies could look 
at different types of urban developments carried out by municipalities of different sizes 
and with different resources. This study also focused on perceived barriers and did not lay 
much emphasis on enablers. Future studies could therefore explore perceived enablers in 
this empirical context.
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