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Abstract 
The importance of defining sustainable smart cities - 

A field study in Sweden and South Africa 

Emmie Lindström Leister & Tore Levehag 

Urbanization is extensive and affects urban planning all over the world. More than 

half of the world's population lives in urban areas and the share is expected to rise to 

70% by 2050. Growing cities can create new opportunities for economic growth but 

can also increase social gaps and strains on ecosystems. The rapid and large-scale 

migration of people into the city places new demands that need to be addressed in 

an economically, socially and ecologically sustainable way both in the Global North 

and the Global South. Inclusive and innovative urban planning is needed to make the 

cities safe and sustainable for the future. Concepts such as sustainable city and smart 

city have been studied as they are considered the solution to the challenge. The study 

is linked to one of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for sustainable 

development, 11th SDG - Sustainable cities and communities. 

The purpose of the research study is to look at processes and enablers that drives 

the sustainable agenda. The thesis is a comparative field study in Sweden and South 

Africa, with the objectives to present enablers for successful projects towards 

sustainable cities. The differences in context and definitions of the concepts are 

analysed in terms of dimensions of the sustainable development. The study is based 

upon a qualitative methodology with primary and secondary collected data, such as 

interview study with variated actors related to sustainable urban projects and 

activities. The study is driven by Actor-Network Theory (ANT). The concept 

sustainable city is the starting point in the two studied contexts South Africa and 

Sweden and both human and non-human actors have been identified and analysed. 

The human actors in the study consist of precinct managers, property investors, 

developers, architects, consultants and representatives from provinces, 

municipalities, and non-profit organisations. Non-human actors who have emerged in 

the study and play a major role in the development of sustainable cities are different 

policies such as Agenda 2030, transportation, sustainable dimensions and the various 

concepts such as sustainable city and smart city. 

The study concludes by emphasizing the importance of collaboration between those 

involved, look to everyone's interests, make use of knowledge sharing and create 

common goals for inclusive, secure, sustainable and resilient cities and communities. 

A common picture is that it needs to be a bottom-up thinking. Local actors must be 

included in the creation of national and international policies, much of sustainable city 

projects and activities take place on local level.  
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Popular science summary 

 

Urbaniseringen är omfattande och påverkar stadsplanering över hela världen. Mer än hälften av världens 

befolkning bor i stadsområden och andelen förväntas öka till 70% år 2050. Växande städer kan skapa nya 

möjligheter för ekonomisk tillväxt men kan också öka sociala klyftor och belastningar på ekosystem. Den 

snabba och storskaliga migrationen av människor till städer ställer nya krav som måste hanteras på ett 

ekonomiskt, socialt och ekologiskt hållbart sätt både i det globala norr och det globala söder. Inkluderande 

och innovativ stadsplanering behövs för att göra städerna säkra och hållbara för framtiden. Begrepp som 

hållbar stad och smart stad har studerats eftersom de delvis ansetts vara lösningen på utmaningen. Studien 

är kopplad till ett av de globala målen för hållbar utveckling, 11: e globala målet - Hållbara städer och 

samhällen.  

Syftet med studien är att titta på processer och möjliggörare som driver den hållbara agendan. Arbetet är en 

jämförande fältstudie i Sverige och Sydafrika, med syftet att presentera möjliggörare för framgångsrika 

projekt mot hållbara städer. Hur smarta och hållbara stadsprojekt definieras och formas skiljer sig i 

Sydafrika och Sverige. Vad innebär skillnaderna för angreppssättet och möjligheterna för att uppnå och 

utveckla en hållbar stad? Vilka är möjliggörarna för att lyckas initiera och färdigställa en smart stad och en 

hållbar stad?  

Begreppet hållbar stad är utgångspunkten i de två studerade sammanhangen Sydafrika och Sverige och både 

mänskliga och icke-mänskliga aktörer har identifierats och analyserats. Studien drivs av aktörs-

nätverksteori, där de mänskliga aktörerna i studien består av fastighetsinvesterare, förvaltare, utvecklare, 

arkitekter, konsulter och representanter från provinser, kommuner, och ideella organisationer. Icke-

mänskliga aktörer som framkommit i studien och spelar en viktig roll i utvecklingen av hållbara städer är 

olika policyer som Agenda 2030, transport, hållbara dimensioner och de olika koncepten som hållbar stad 

och smart stad. 

Livskvalitet för alla är i många fall ingen självklarhet, utan kräver en standardiserad grund för att 

säkerställas. Resultaten av studien består av vikten av samarbete mellan de inblandade, se till allas intressen, 

utnyttja kunskapsdelning och skapa gemensamma mål för inkluderande, säkra, hållbara och 

motståndskraftiga städer och samhällen. Lokala aktörer måste ingå i skapandet av nationella och 

internationella policyer, mycket av hållbara stadsprojekt och aktiviteter äger rum på lokal nivå.  

 

Nyckelord: Hållbar utveckling, hållbara städer, klimatförändring, urbanisering  
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1. Introduction 

This chapter provides an introduction to the area which has been examined in this study, namely the 

importance of defining sustainable smart cities. The background describes important concepts and 

related research in the field. This is followed by the purpose and problem formulation of the work with 

related research questions. The chapter concludes by describing the delimitation and disposition of the 

work. 

1.1 Background 

More than half of the world's population lives in urban areas and the figure is expected to increase to 

70% by 2050. The growing population of cities can create new opportunities for economic growth, but 

at the same time increasing social gaps and stresses on ecosystems. The rapid and large-scale migration 

into cities, together with climate change, places new demands that must be dealt with in an ecologically, 

economically and socially sustainable way. The new challenges in developing sustainable cities are 

global and affect both Global North and Global South. 

Agenda 2030 for sustainable development and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted by 

all UN member states include 11th SDG - Sustainable cities and communities. The 11th SDG intends to 

make cities and settlements safe, inclusive, resilient and sustainable. Sustainable urban development 

encompasses sustainable construction and sustainable planning of housing, public places, infrastructure, 

recycling, transport, etc., which in turn requires new technology and collaboration between different 

actors. An inclusive and innovative urban planning is needed to make the cities of the future safe and 

sustainable. 

Different concepts such as sustainable city and smart city are considered the solution to the challenges. 

The concepts include, among other things, quality of life, secure global sustainable development, 

intelligent and digital technology and equity. In this area, various actors operate which includes 

dedicated organizations for sustainable community building, consultants, architects, precinct managers, 

the municipality, the province, real estate investors, etc. 

The consultancy firm WSP makes out one such actor – one that has evolved from a technical consulting 

firm focusing on the local construction industry to a global community developer with broad expertise 

with employees worldwide. WSP describes that the company works for sustainable social development, 

both locally and globally. Furthermore, WSP describes that cities and other local and state governments 

increasingly recognize the obligation and opportunity to implement and develop strategies to ensure that 

their cities are prosperous, lively, resilient and equitable to the potential effects of climate change. 

Effective sustainability planning provides cities, it is assumed, with the tools and information needed to 

reduce their environmental impact and remain economically sustainable.  
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WSP provides services such as sustainable strategy and planning, and developing stakeholder-led 

sustainable initiatives to guide cities' efforts to reduce their environmental impact and improve their 

economy (WSP, 2018). However, while notions such as smart or sustainable cities are posited as ways 

of achieving the 11th SGD, they also carry different meanings in different contexts and for different 

parts of the organisation. 

1.2 Problem description 

The perception of a sustainable city seems to depend on what the actors focus on. As such, it is 

influenced by the actors' fantasies and ideas on the vision of a future sustainable city. The various 

fantasies of the actors that surround the concept of a sustainable city supposedly affect how they 

approach the phenomenon. As a result, projects and activities towards sustainable cities differ between 

the actors involved, which affects the outcome and variation in each sustainable city project. Activities 

and projects towards sustainable cities also appear to differ between different countries and thus different 

contexts. The three sustainability dimensions that are economy, environment and society are in harmony 

with long-term development. But it also seems that different dimensions are in focus. The actors' various 

activities and projects towards a sustainable city focus on different dimensions of sustainability. The 

problem description culminates in the assumption that when actors involved in different networks and 

in different contexts define concepts according to their own interests, it creates a fragmented picture all 

over the world of how to approach a sustainable city of the future.  

1.3 Purpose and objective 

The study takes WSP, and various projects in South Africa and Sweden, as the site for exploring and 

evaluating their respectively context and situation in each country in their approach towards a 

sustainable city. The research intends to interview different actors to find additional answers to how 

they focus on sustainable projects. The purpose of the research is to identify processes and enablers that 

drives the sustainable agenda. The research is a comparative field study in Sweden and South Africa. 

The objective of the study is to present a research study with enablers for successful projects towards 

sustainable cities and communities. The study is part of creating the conditions to succeed with the 11th 

SDG to make cities and settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable for all its citizens. 

1.3.1 Research questions 

• How do different actors’ definitions of the notion of a sustainable city impact the translation of 

sustainability initiatives into practice? 

• What are enablers and constraints of organizational initiations and implementations of activities 

towards sustainable cities?  

• Who benefits from the projects or activities towards sustainable cities?  



 

3 

 

1.4 Delimitations 

The study does not intend to contribute to any policy recommendations, the timeframe has neither 

allowed for implementation of any identifications. The findings from the study could be used as a basis 

for continuous development within sustainable city projects and future research. 

1.5 Disposition 

The study is structured on the basis of a funnel format, the first part presents the problem of urbanization 

globally. Urbanization includes the current perspective on the subject area with partial vision on the 

future. Then follows the research questions and the aim description that narrow the study. The literature 

study continues with a breadth of subject areas that presents relevant concepts, academic sources. The 

methodology is further followed to clarify the work process and parts such as choice of design, 

respondents and data collection. The theoretical framework clarifies and direct the structure that the 

analysis follows. The empirical material follows different themes, which are based on the design of the 

interview study. The interview study is in turn based on the research questions. The empirical chapter is 

followed by analysis and discussion. The study is summarized with the chapter on conclusions and 

discussions, which describes the reflections, ethical dilemmas and the possibility of further research. 
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2. Review of literature within sustainable development and cities 

This chapter describes relevant theories, definitions and models related to the field of sustainable cities. 

The chapter is divided into two parts. The first is a literature review where the reader is introduced to 

previous research in the field of sustainable cities. The review only deals with theory and research 

relevant to the study's problem formulation. The second part describes the study's theoretical framework 

which the study benefits from in the analysis section. 

2.1 Concepts related to the study 

This subchapter describes concepts that are related to the subject area and applied in the study. The 

definitions of the different concepts may vary, depending on which actor it concerns. This chapter 

clarifies the studied definitions based on academic sources. Through this chapter, a foundation can be 

established around the starting phase of the study's content. The presented concepts are based on 

previous research and has become partial analysed during the studies approach. 

Sustainable development: Sustainable development aim to achieve the ideal synergies between 

environment, economy and society (Albino, 2015). 

Sustainable Development Goals: The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), also known as the Global 

Goals, are a universal statement to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace 

and prosperity (UNDP, 2019). The SDG´s are interconnected, often the key to success on one will 

involve tackling issues more commonly associated with another. 

Sustainable cities: Sustainable cities can be emotionally described as hubs for ideas, commerce, culture, 

science, productivity, social development and much more. Cities have, over time, enabled people to 

develop socially and economically. In the future, however, the number of people living in cities is 

projected to increase to 5 billion people by 2030. This means that the importance of effective urban 

planning and management methods to address the future challenges posed by urbanization is significant. 

Sustainable cities must be developed to generate quality of life and ensure sustainable development 

globally (UN, Sustainable Development, 2018). 

Smart cities: Smart cities can be an ambiguous concept, with many descriptions and definitions. The 

term smart is related to intelligent or digital mostly, and where first used in 1990s. The California 

institute for smart communities was among the first actors to focus on development of communities that 

could become smart and how a city could be designed to implement information technologies (Albino, 

2015). It can be said that sustainability concerns issues of both technology and equity.  

Smart Sustainable Cities: The concept has emerged on the basis of five different developments, namely 

sustainable cities, smart cities, urban ICT, sustainable urban development, sustainability and 

environmental issues, and urbanization and urban growth (Bibri, 2017). In recent years, the concept of 

smart sustainable cities has come to the fore. 
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And it is rapidly gaining momentum and worldwide attention as a promising response to the challenge 

of urban sustainability. This pertains particularly to ecologically and technologically advanced nations 

(Bibri, 2017).  

Global North & Global South: The concept used to classify countries in the 1980s, the Brandt Line was 

developed as a way of showing the how the world was geographically split into relatively richer and 

poorer nations (Goebel, 2007). 

2.2 Sustainable development 

In recent years, sustainable development has become a central concept used in varied forums. The 

concept is controversial and is believed to have originated in the environmental movement in the 70's. 

According to Cobbinah (2015) the meaning of sustainable development has increasingly focused on 

fostering adaptive capabilities and creating opportunities to maintain or achieve desirable social, 

economic and ecological systems for both the present and future generation. The stated definition of 

Sustainable Development, written in Our Common Future from 1987, also known as the Brundtland 

report. 

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” quoted Gro Harlem 

Brundtland. 

The SDGs are the proposal to achieve a better and more sustainable future for everyone on the planet. 

In 2015, all UN member states adopted Agenda 2030 for sustainable development. Agenda 2030 

represented a common plan for peace and prosperity for people and the planet now and in the future. 

The agenda is based on the Global Partnership with 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that will 

be applicable in all countries of the world, both developing countries and developed countries. These 17 

goals build on the successes of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), while including new areas 

such as climate change, economic inequality, innovation, sustainable consumption, peace and justice, 

among other priorities. The objectives are designed to highlight world problems and create strategies to 

improve education, health, reduce inequalities and stimulate sustainable economic growth. At the same 

time, development must be sustainable to reduce climate change and preserve forests and oceans. The 

17 SDGs are set on a common foundation based on decades of collaboration between countries and the 

UN, including the UN Economic and Social Department (UN, Sustainable Development, 2018). The 

following paragraph describes collaborations that have led to today's Agenda 2030. 

In Rio de Janeiro, June 1992, more than 178 countries adopted Agenda 21, a comprehensive action plan 

to build a global sustainable development partnership to improve people's life qualities and protect the 

environment. In September 2000, member states unanimously adopted the Millennium Declaration at 

the United Nations headquarters in New York. The summit led to the elaboration of eight MDGs to 

reduce extreme poverty in 2015. In South Africa in 2002, the Johannesburg declaration on sustainable 
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development and the plan of implementation were applied. The declaration was based on Agenda 21 

and MDG as well as with more emphasis on multilateral partnerships (UN, Sustainable Development, 

2018). At the United Nations conference on sustainable development in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in 2012, 

member states adopted the outcome document "The Future We Want" in which they decided, inter alia, 

to launch a process to develop a set of SDGs to build upon the MDGs and to establish the UN high-level 

political forum on sustainable development. The Rio +20 outcome also contained other measures for 

implementing sustainable development, including mandates for future programmes of work in 

development financing, small island developing states and more. In 2013, the general assembly set up a 

30-member open working group to develop a proposal on the SDGs. In January 2015, the general 

assembly began the negotiation process on the post-2015 development agenda. The process culminated 

in the subsequent adoption of the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development, with 17 SDGs at its core, 

at the UN sustainable development summit in September 2015 (UN, Sustainable Development, 2018). 

The scope of sustainable development in the last three decades has been broadened to include public 

health, population growth and migration, and global poverty alleviation (Cobbinah, 2015). The 

challenges include poverty, inequality, climate, environmental degradation, prosperity, and peace and 

justice. All the goals interconnect and are targeting to be achieved by year 2030 (The United Nations, 

2019).  

The SDGs and the New Urban Agenda (NUA) are ambitious and comprehensive agendas for social 

development in terms of to abolish extreme poverty, to reduce inequalities and injustices in the world, 

to promote peace and justice, to resolve the climate crisis.  They have the potential to contribute to the 

transition towards more sustainable, inclusive and resilient cities by serving as tools that question the 

status quo and mobilize actors and resources (Valencia, 2019).  

Work is done through implementing the New Urban Agenda, an urbanization action blueprint for UN-

Habitat and our partners in government, the UN, civil society, communities, the private sector, 

professionals, the scientific and academic community, in support of the 2030 Agenda on sustainable 

development (UN, Sustainable Development, 2018). 

Sustainable development from a current perspective can be shaped and expressed differently depending 

on form and interest. In today's discussion there is no clear definition of the concept of sustainable 

development. Nevertheless, the international community has agreed that this is the guiding principle for 

our long-term global development. Several actors say that the work for sustainable development is a 

process without a ready solution and that it covers social, ecological and economic aspects. Overall 

view, dialogue and critical thinking are the foundation of the ongoing process (UN, Sustainable 

Development, 2018). 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/index.php?menu=1298
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/owg
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/negotiations
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/summit
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2.3 Sustainable city planning and 11th SDG - Sustainable cities and communities 

The study is linked to Agenda 2030 and one of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for 

sustainable development, 11th SDG - Sustainable cities and communities. Sustainable cities are of great 

importance for future effective urban planning and include management methods to meet the challenges 

of urbanization. Urbanization with the expected increase in population to 5 billion by 2030 globally 

(UN, Sustainable Development, 2018). 

11h SDG - Sustainable cities & communities’ specific targets: 11.1 - By 2030, ensure access for 

all to adequate, safe and affordable housing and basic services and upgrade slums. 11.a Support 

positive economic, social and environmental links between urban, peri-urban and rural areas by 

strengthening national and regional development planning – The UN (Goal 11: Make cities 

inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable, 2019, p. 2).  

Many challenges exist and must be overcome to ensure the results of today's cities and cities of the 

future. Common global urban challenges are congestion, lack of funds to provide basic services, reduced 

access to suitable housing, limited infrastructure and increased urban air pollution. Cities are required 

to maintain the opportunity for equality, work and prosperity for its population. Urban development is 

of the greatest importance from a global perspective that links all dimensions of sustainable 

development. The evolving social and economic dimensions of cities exist. Socio-economic 

development and global sustainability are often in conflict because of trade-offs between a growing 

world population and a higher standard of living and the management of the effects of production and 

consumption in the global environment (Griggs et al, 2014). The stability of the planet must be integrated 

with the UN's goals to fight poverty and secure people's well-being (Griggs et al., 2013). There must be 

a future where cities offer opportunities for everyone, with access to basic services, energy, housing, 

transport and more. Rapid urbanization challenges can be overcome while improving resource use and 

reducing poverty (UN, 2019). 

In the next coming decades 95 percentage of the urban expansion will take place in the developing 

world. The Urban age is vital and half of humanity (3.5 billion people) lives in cities today. Calculated 

that by 2030 about 5 billion people are projected to live in cities. Because the future will be urban for a 

majority of people, the solutions to some of the greatest issues facing humans, such as poverty, climate 

change, healthcare, education, must be found in city life. One of the most pressing challenges that cities 

face today is inequality. All around the world 833 million people live in slums and this number keeps 

rising each year (Goebel, 2007). 

Except inequality, several cities are also more vulnerable to climate change and natural disasters due to 

their high concentration of people and location so building urban resilience is crucial to avoid human, 

social and economic losses. Statement connected to future result if the cities increase growth organically. 

The cost of poorly planned urbanization can be seen in some of the huge slums, tangled traffic, 



 

8 

 

greenhouse gas emissions and sprawling suburbs all over the world. Slums are a drag on GDP, and lower 

life expectancy. By choosing to act sustainably we choose to build cities where all citizens live a decent 

quality of life, and form a part of the city’s productive dynamic, creating shared prosperity and social 

stability without harming the environment (UN, 2019).  The cost is minimal in comparison with the 

benefits. For example, there is a cost to creating a functional public transport network, but the benefits 

are huge in terms of economic activity, quality of life, the environment, and the overall success of a 

networked city.  

2.4 Consequences of rapid urbanization on sustainable development  

In total, approximately 736 million people live in extreme poverty around the world today. In the 

southern part of Sahara in Africa, just over 40 percent of the population lives below the poverty line 

(UNICEF, 2019). For example, Africa has been identified as the only region where the incidence of 

poverty has increased over time, with the continent's share of global poverty expected to reach 82 percent 

by 2030. The continent consists of several developing countries that are expected to be significantly 

affected by urbanization change and population growth as well as poverty. Research on sustainable 

development has focused on environmental protection and management of natural resources, with 

limited consideration for urbanization and population growth. The two phenomena to a large extent 

affect the resource consumption and stress on the environment and should be included in the research 

(Cobbinah, 2015). 

Parves Rana (2009) describes that in the present era of urbanization, a sustainable city is a shared 

expectation to both developing and developed countries. The universal application and adaptation to this 

concept as a common policy “one size fit for all” of sustainable city as a goal is debatable. The 

importance lies in how to focus on the process of making sustainable city in the Global South, which 

follows a sustainable city dissertation of the Global North.  

A sustainable city discourse is according to Parves Rana (2009) basically originated through the concept 

of sustainable development, organizations and communities have adopted it as a common development 

goal. Result from previous research recommends that as a sustainable city goal it may be possible to 

achieve by the countries of Global North. This could on the other hand lead to that the Global South 

sightlessly follow policies and partly address forms of a Sustainable City. The imperative to analyse 

further the sustainable city discourse with empirical evidences for common future (Parves, 2009). 

2.5 Implications of urbanisation on sustainable development in South Africa  

Sustainable development is often described as a potential pathway for achieving environmental 

conservation and stimulating socio-economic development at country, regional and local levels, and is 

increasingly being embedded into national and international development policies. Sustainable 

development should not focus only on safeguarding the environment or alleviating poverty, rather it 

should ensure that human development is consistent with sustainable use of the natural and 
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environmental resources. Such an understanding can help improve people’s welfare, ensure effective 

urban management. Recent studies have identified urbanization as one of the key factors influencing 

Africa’s urban development. Urbanization is described as a demographic, ecological sociological, and 

economic phenomenon that concentrates population in urban areas and has the potential to either 

stimulate or retard growth and development of these areas – towns, cities, metropolis, mega cities, 

megalopolis – in both developed and developing countries. Causes of urbanization in Africa relate 

mainly to three factors that remain dominant in the debate: natural population growth, rural–urban 

migration, and reclassification of rural settlements as urban (Cobbinah, 2015). However, recent studies 

indicate that rapid urbanization in terms of absolute population in developing countries has become a 

threat to sustainable development. For example, in 2010, although the developing and developed 

countries had urbanization levels of about 46% and 78% respectively, their corresponding urban 

population was 2.6 billion and 96 million, highlighting the rapid growth of urban population in 

developing countries. This is presented in figure 1 and the growth will continue, with over 90% of global 

population growth projected to occur in urban areas of developing countries over the next four decades. 

Unfortunately, the threat of rapid urbanization to sustainable development of urban areas is increasingly 

becoming certain and palpable in Africa, where urban growth is pervasive. Low-cost housing provision 

has been a major focus of government in post-apartheid urban South Africa, as the government attempts 

to address historical race-based inequalities, poor municipal service provision and contemporary rapid 

urbanization (Goebel, 2007). 
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Country Population (`000) Urbanizations level (%) 
Urbanization rate 

(%) 

Year 1950 2000 2010 2050 1950 2000 2010 2050 
1950-

2000 

2000-

2010 

2010-

2050 

South 

Africa 
5778 25,464 30,855 43,6326 42,23 56,89 61,55 76,85 2,97 1,92 0,87 

More 

developed 

regions 

441,845 881,344 957,251 1,127,222 54,47 74,14 77,45 85,93 1,38 0,83 0,41 

Less 

developed 

regions 

303,650 1,977,289 2,601,326 5,124,953 17,64 40,08 45,96 64,11 3,75 2,74 1,70 

 

Figure 1. Urbanization in South Africa, (Cobbinah, 2015)  

The urbanization phenomenon in large part of Africa should be recognized as a complex and dynamic 

process that has implications for both human survival and the natural environment, and not merely a 

natural or anthropogenic occurrence. Only when South Africa accept that the many negative 

ramifications associated with urbanization ought to be addressed through well-structured, deliberative 

and engaging processes involving all stakeholders can the objective of achieving sustainable urban 

environment be realized (Cobbinah, 2015).  

2.6 Organisation for the development of sustainable cities 

Sustainability has been a prominent goal in spatial and environmental planning over the past three 

decades. A number of diverse initiatives have been proposed to make it easier for social and human 

economic development while mitigating or even reversing associated environmental damage. The 

various initiatives vary in their definition of sustainability, their bureaucratic structures, their 

management and planning goals and other characteristics. Therefore, a manual for "how-to" achieving 

the goals of regional sustainable development remains worrying. Specific sustainability initiatives must 

be tailored to local priorities and conditions (Shach-Pinsley & Orenstein, 2017). A universal 

convergence on key components includes full cooperation and trust between authorities and 

stakeholders and participatory governance, strengthening the link between socio-economic and 

ecological well-being and a focus on local communities and their quality of life. Target communities 

must be willing and interested. Initiative goals must be determined through a sensitive but crucial 

adaptation to the interests of stakeholders, who must formulate a common dynamic vision for regional 

sustainability (Shach-Pinsley & Orenstein, 2017). 
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3. Methodology and research methods 

The following chapter presents the methodological choices made regarding the study implementation. 

The methodology chapter aims to account for concepts and methods to ensure the study's results and 

objectives. The data interpret in a symbiosed description of the relation between the theoretical and 

empirical data. This section intends to describe the methodology of the investigation in the collection of 

research background, strategy and design. The chapter also includes the research method with selection 

of respondents, with its advantages, and presents the perspective of data quality. 

3.1 Research approach 

The scientific approach and research approach that were used in this study are based on both first and 

secondary sources. The research approach is based on secondary sources in terms of specified literature 

study within the subject area, complimented with a comparative case study between Sweden and South 

Africa. The data collection with first-hand sources in Sweden and South Africa were conducted via a 

qualitative interview study. General, case study research is firmly related to an inductive approach with 

perspective on the circular relationship between theory and research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). As well as 

qualitative studies often are linked to inductive reasoning as research approach, but this study is 

processed through an abductive research approach. According to Alvehus (2013) the abductive approach 

often is practiced at some form during a study process. The research approach of connection between 

theory and empirical data can generally be categorized as either inductive, abductive or deductive 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). Abductive involves a shift sequence between the empirical and theoretical 

reflection during the process. This study process is structured by treating the theory iterative back and 

forth between theory, theoretical development and empirical settings with continual reflections. This 

approach a line the possibilities of discovering new aspects and insights during the study process. 

Alvehus (2013) highlights that this structure embraces that the theory constantly modifies and develops 

in order to be further established against the empirical material. The research could be described as a 

case study with abductive approach and semi structured interviews. 

The study is conducted hermeneutically, which demonstrates the central part of identify the literature 

analyses though secondary sources. Hermeneutic analysis describes various methods of analysis, which 

are based on interpreting. An approach to analysis academical texts with qualitative content analysis can 

be hermeneutic when it is taken from the original context (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Analysing sustainable 

development within different context, is related to interpreting the sources definition. The critical 

hermeneutic approach thus can draw on practices associated with qualitative content analysis and can 

fuse them with ways of formally approaching texts, historical aspects with relevant connection to the 

study (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Hermeneutically questions to be asked, is how the research should be 

addressed and interpreting from its original context. Understanding is produced through systematic 

interpretation processes. 
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In practice, this often means that, based on existing theories, knowledge and clarified statements 

creation, these are either accepted or countered after analysis against reality through empirical 

information gathered through interview study and data collection. Figure 2 describes the overall study 

methodology and implementation to clarify opportunities for continued research.  

 

Figure 2. Methodology and compiled research strategy 

3.2 Research strategy 

Methods could be seen as a tool for solving problems and producing new knowledge (Oxenswärdh, 

2017). To produce knowledge there mainly exist two different types of data collection, primary and 

secondary data. Primary data is data collected for a purpose of being used in the current study. Common 

methods for collecting primary data are interviews, surveys, observations or experiments. Secondary 

data is data that has usually been produced for an earlier purpose than the current study. Secondary data 

could be collected through literature studies, lectures, or similar (Björklund & Paulsson, 2012). The 

study includes both secondary and primary data, with a literature study combined with an interview 

study. The interview study mainly concerns the current empirical data and is carried out on the basis of 

collected literature of the subject area in question.  

According to Björklund and Paulsson (2012) there are overall three different types of interviews, 

structured interviews, unstructured interviews and semi-structured interviews. In a structured interview, 

all questions are predetermined and during interviews presented in structured order. A semi-structured 

interview is based on the subject area being determined and the investigator asking questions when it 

considers it appropriate in view of the respondent's response or reaction to previous questions. An 

unstructured interview includes a conversation where questions arise afterwards and contribute to the 

conversation being encouraged forward. The survey is based on structured interviews with a 

predetermined interview plan with specified categories to cover the relevant subject area.  

The purpose of a qualitative study is to acquire deeper specified knowledge than the possibly fragmented 

insight via a quantitative method (Patel & Davidson, 2011). The interview study was conducted on most 

cases during the field study in South Africa, and afterwards carefully prepared and structured. Prior to 

the interview study, information was given about the purpose and goals of the study in order to create 

Scientific approach Hermeneutic 

Research approach Abduction 

Choice of method Qualitative 

Research design Comparative case study 

Data collection Interviews, literature study and document study 

Data analysis Analysis performed via coding, keywords and categorization 
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an understanding of the respondents for the interview study. The interviews agreed with the respondent 

and were ethically correct in accordance with research ethics. The study process was constantly carried 

out on the basis of the purpose description and the questions for strengthening the study's structures.  

In a case study, the most common data collection methods are interviews, observations and archive 

analysis (Davidson & Patel, 2011). The case study has been criticized for its credibility regarding the 

generalizations made on the basis of the presented results. According to Flyvbjerg (2006), five common 

misconceptions exist in case study research. The various incorrect interpretations are important to 

consider during the study's process to secure the result. The first is that the theoretical knowledge is 

more valuable than practical knowledge. The other is that one cannot generalize from an individual case. 

Flyvbjerg (2006) also believes that the case study is most useful for generating hypotheses, while other 

methods are more suitable for testing hypotheses and theory building. The fourth and final 

misconception case study contains a bias against verification, and it is often difficult to summarize 

specific case studies (Flyvbjerg, 2006). The researcher must in that case openly demonstrate the extent 

to which the case study resembles or contrasts with other similar studies to avoid suspicion (Denscombe, 

2016).  

The study is a comparative case study via an interview study on a specified subject area and on the basis 

of field study collection. The comparative case study is based on a holistic perspective and tries to reach 

as comprehensive a degree of information as possible (Patel & Davidson, 2011). Most surveys can be 

classified based on how much knowledge there is about a particular problem area before the 

investigation starts. The study was designed explanatively, the theory treatment identified gaps then 

passed on to an exploratory study. Exploratory studies describe Patel & Davidson (2011) as explorative. 

The main purpose of exploratory research is to obtain as much knowledge as possible about a specific 

problem area (Patel & Davidson, 2011).  

3.3 Research design 

A comparative case study design contains identical methods of two or more contrasting case studies. 

The comparative design can be realized and typically takes shape in connection with qualitative 

interview research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Within the previous data collection strategy, at least two or 

more case studies are designed, which can be organizations, nations, people etc. The data collection is 

carried out individually from each case, usually within a cross-sectional design format (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). One of the more obvious forms of comparative study is found in case studies that are cross-

cultural or cross-border research. 
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In a useful definition, Hantrais (1996) has suggested that such research occurs when individuals or teams 

set out to investigate specific problems or phenomena in two or more countries with the explicit intention 

of comparing their manifestations in different socio-cultural settings (institutions, customs, traditions, 

value systems, lifestyles, languages, thought patterns) with the same research instrument either to 

perform secondary analysis of national tasks or to perform new empirical work (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

Figure 3 describes an outline of main steps of this qualitative research, and the work process in larger 

terms. The structure contributed to a preliminary solid planning with the basis for creating a continuous 

flow through the work process. 

 

Figure 3. An outline of the main steps of this qualitative research 

3.4 Research quality 

The reliability of the study linked to two important qualities; reliability and validity (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). Reliability highlights the fact that the respondents in the interview study are credible and the 

sources reliable. The data collection based on the interview study conducted was of good reliability, that 

is, good reliability. Complete reliability is a prerequisite for full validity (Davidson & Patel, 2011). If 

the measure of reliability in the study cannot be ensured, the examination must be assured to be reliable 

in other ways (Davidson & Patel, 2011). Validity and reliability are often interwoven in qualitative 

studies and investigators rarely use the concept of reliability. 

The data collection via the structured interview study results in the study's reliable degree being largely 

related to the interviewer's skill and experience. During the interview study relevant observation weren’t 

made, which could increase interpersonal reliability (Patel & Davidson, 2011).  

General research 
questions

Selecting relevant 
sites & subjects

Collection of 
relevant data

Interpretation of 
data 

Conceptual, 
theoretical work

More detailed 
reserach questions 

Collection of 
furthur data

Writing up 
findings & 
conclusions
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Validity generally refers to whether the study measures the actual to be measured. The validity can be 

expressed as the correlation between the theoretical definition and the operational definition (Davidson 

& Patel, 2011). The subject area was well-treated before the interview study to secure the result. The 

respondents were prepared for the study's purpose description, subject areas because it had been assigned 

a worked-out interview plan in advance. Respondents were given additional information at the interview 

to ensure the respondent's insight into the study. The respondent also gave the opportunity to ask 

clarification questions before the recording began. The recording further ensures the validity of not 

losing notes or information. Possibility was given by all respondents to return with checking follow-up 

questions about the information, which gives increased validity. 

3.5 Research framework 

The following chapter presents the research framework and more specific data collections in terms 

sample selection, size and description of the conducted interviews. This chapter aims to present the 

detailed methodology to generate possibility review the study process. The process in terms of primary 

data collection as interview in to different contexts.  

3.5.1 Data collection 

Primary data collection: Semi-structured interviews mean that the researcher makes a list of specific 

themes and subject areas to be affected, but the respondent has great freedom to design the answers 

(Davidson & Patel, 2011). The interview study fell mainly during the structured interview model, but, 

during some interviews, semi-interviews were most suitable for contributing to greater outcomes in the 

answers and enriched information flow regarding the specific subject area. The variation between the 

use of primarily interviews in a structure with a high degree of standardization and then performing 

some semi-structured interviews with a low degree of standardization. The purpose of a qualitative 

interview is described by Davidson and Patel (2011) is to more specifically identify properties and 

characteristics within a targeted subject area. The answer alternative can never be pre-determined, which 

results in a qualitative study targeting an abductive or inductive approach. In a deductive study, there is 

a pre-pronounced theory to the area that is to be investigated and hypotheses are created to give the 

opportunity for a reformulation of the theory. An inductive study, in contrast to a deductive study, is 

described as thermogenesis instead of theory testing (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

Secondary data collection: Was first performed to generate a reliable background description and 

understanding of the subject area. Literature collection and processing created the start of the 

problematization design and was structured through orientation. The literature study was designed 

through broad collection and overall knowledge of the subject area, and then narrowed down and became 

specified. Interdisciplinary articles with varied publication years and research approach to generate one 

to one begin to generate a secured understanding. Variation of the articles strengthens the study's validity 

and minimizes angulation related to late-specific research approaches. The literature review is neutral 
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and factual but at the same time shaped to contribute to the discussion of sustainable cities and bring it 

forward (Alvehus, 2013). The literature review has helped to approach the problem formulation of the 

work, the research questions and understand the challenges of the area. The review of the literature has 

informed the work on how others have approached the phenomenon sustainable cities and its challenges. 

At the same time the review led to the problem formulation of the work that should help fill a possible 

gap in the previous research and see how it could contribute to new knowledge in the field of sustainable 

cities. 

3.5.2 Respondent selection  

In South Africa the interview study was planned and carried out with varied actors within Johannesburg 

city planning to contribute to an overall picture. Due to varied players, the risk of angling and wrong 

focusing was minimized. The interview study was open to reach all respondents regardless of position 

and service. The contacts gathered during the first time on-site in Johannesburg, with the assistance of 

contacts and recommendations. In order to secure the risk with non-respondents, early mail was sent out 

to ensure interest that might exist among the selected respondents. Sample size was neither specified 

nor locked to a certain number of respondents. The number of respondents was linked to interested 

parties in order to secure the variation and project participation. Sample sizes should not be too small so 

that the respondent could be identified in the specialized areas (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The contact was 

created through an informative introduction of the study with purpose and documentation. The size and 

variation of the selection of respondents limits the types of techniques to use. The decisions made at an 

early stage in the research process, like variant of data and the exact sample size of the study, create 

effects of which analysis will be carried out (Bryman & Bell, 2011). In Sweden the interview study was 

arrange together with the contact person to ensure the specified subject area and objective of the study. 

Possible projects and respondents for the interview study were identified at an early stage to correspond 

to the field study in South Africa.  

3.5.3 Interviews in South Africa 

The communication was first carried out via mail for the meeting and to send the interview plan to give 

the respondent the opportunity to prepare for the interview. The interview plan also includes background 

information and respondent rights. Meeting place and opportunity were adapted to the respondent's 

preference. The interview was conducted based on the structure of the interview plan with different 

focus areas. Aids such as tape recorders were used during an interview to create a continuous flow and 

contribute to discussion. The interview was divided into four parts and shaped according to the purpose 

of the research questions. The different part in the interview plan was; Part 1: Organizational structure 

of management activities towards sustainable cities in South Africa, Part 2: Organizational initiations 

and implementation of activities towards sustainable cities, Part 3: Infrastructure and city planning, and 

Part 4: Social impact of activities towards sustainable cities. After conducting an interview, we ask if 

there were opportunities for feedback if future concerns appeared.  
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3.5.4 Interviews in Sweden 

The interview study in Sweden was adapted closely after the set time frame and was carried out directly 

in connection with the field study in South Africa. The possible respondents were mainly employees of 

WSP and active in various projects linked to sustainable projects. The respondents were offered the 

choice of place and time during the specific dates. The interviews followed the same structure as reported 

in previous chapter, 3.5.3. The interview study was also partly conducted in English to better secure the 

term language and definition's description. This results in reducing the risk of incorrect translation and 

misinterpretation. 

3.5.5 Method for data analysis 

The method for data analysis will be structure according to the presented steps. Step 1: Write down 

summaries and transcription from the interview study. Step 2: Read through the summaries several times 

and process the material strategically. Step 3: Identify similarities and differences between interviews 

within the first case study conducted in South Africa. Step 4: Create theme, encoding and identify 

keywords from the collected material. Themes were identified early in the study process and piled upon 

the research questions. Various themes were highlighted and combined with relevant factors that the 

interviews captured. The themes were linked to keywords used during the data analysis to a line 

statements made by the respondents. Encoding of the interviews was extensive and time-consuming to 

bring together interesting parts. The coding contributed to the possibility of identifying similarities and 

differences between actors. Based on the subcategories, the customer condensation helps to contribute 

to patterns in the collected data. Step 5: Repeat step 1 to 4 this time within the case study in Sweden. 

Step 6. Compare the two specific case studies. Step 7: Link the theme to the current literature study and 

the specialist literature.  

3.5.6 Ethical considerations 

Awareness of ethical standpoints is extremely relevant in each study. The ethical principles should be 

considered and dealt with carefully from the point of view of the individual phase and process steps in 

the study (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The interview study has been conducted with an objective approach 

and apart from the own world view, own reference frameworks and own feelings in accordance with an 

ethical approach (Oxenswärdh, 2016). Ethical approaches such as information requirements, consent 

requirements and usage requirements should always be considered. 
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Prior to the interview study, a well-worked interview plan was used to strategically follow the structure 

and promote the respondent's rights. Before each interview, an interview plan was sent with an overall 

description of the study, the respondent's rights and the interview questions. The respondent's rights in 

the interview plan were designed similarly:  

• The respondent has the right to choose the time and place for the interview.  

• The respondent has the right to discontinue the interview at all time.  

• The respondent has the right to remain anonymous.  

• The respondent has the right to read the report when it is completed.  

• The interview will be recorded, transcribed and stored at a secure place.  

• The interview recording and transcription will be deleted after completed research thesis.   

The interview study was based on a relevant methodology based on the issues and included the 

respondent's rights. According to, it is important not to influence the respondent's statement by showing 

appreciation or disapproval of statements during the interview. During each interview, a temporary 

dynamic arises between the respondent and the interviewer, the interviewer must be aware of this, but 

not take a stand during the interview (Oxenswärdh, 2017). It requires a professional instrumental 

relationship based on balance between intellect and feeling, never mutual. Concern lies with the ethical 

issues that arise in relations between researchers and research participants in the course of an 

investigation (Bryman & Bell, 2011). It is important to consider to what extent the interaction affects 

the reliability and validity of the interview. The respondent has the right to be anonymous and sensitive 

personal data must be kept safe (Davidson & Patel, 2011). In the qualitative research, issues such as 

confidentiality and anonymity increase precise difficulties for possible identification of persons, 

organizations, and places, and need to be taken in consideration (Bryman & Bell, 2011). In the data 

analysis, the review is structured based on categorizations and subgroups, which makes it extra 

important to examine the results of subgroups only where there are ten or more participants in order not 

to reveal the respondents' identity. The guidelines are followed in accordance with Bryman & Bell that 

prospective research participants should be informed as much information as possible in order to make 

an informed decision on whether or not they want to participate in a study. Clear observation violates 

this principle, as participants are not given the opportunity to refuse to cooperate (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 
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4. Theoretical framework 

The theoretical framework of the work includes Actor Network Theory (ANT) and development theory. 

The theoretical framework has been designed according to the problem formulation and has been used 

in the study's analysis section to answer the study's research questions from a wider perspective 

(Alvehus, 2013). The problem statement of the work addresses that the definition of a sustainable city 

and a smart city varies between countries and between actors involved, the definition differs depending 

on who you talk to and in what context you are in. 

The work examines specific dimensions such as the translation of sustainable cities into different 

contexts and how development of sustainable cities can be best achieved in society. The first part in the 

works theoretical framework deals with translation within the framework of ANT. ANT is powerful to 

explaining and understanding the relationships between actors involved in a context, in this case the 

contexts Sweden and South Africa. Translation theory within ANT is chosen to explain and understand 

how actors in a network interact with each other and affect each other in a constant translation process. 

Translations of different concepts occur with many relationships and interactions between the actors. A 

network is a collection of actors where the translations and relations between the actors are stable and 

thus determines the function and location of the actors in the network (Detel, 2001). The question is how 

stable the relationship and the translations of different definitions of concepts in the field of sustainable 

cities is today between actors in Sweden and South Africa. 

The second part deals with dependency world systems theories and critical perspectives within the 

framework of the development theory. The dependent theory emphasizes the need to understand the 

complexity of imperialism and its role to develop postcolonial states. Apartheid has affected how current 

urban planning is structured in South Africa and the question is whether the country needs to develop 

differently than the West because they have other needs. The critical perspective is important as the 

work supports the 11th SDG - Sustainable cities and communities. One result of the critical perspective 

is the UN's development program which includes human development and, among other things access 

to resources for a decent standard of living. 

Theories that are chosen are related to the previous research within the field so that the reader sees how 

it all hangs together and how different concepts relate to each other. The chosen theoretical framework 

leads the work's reasoning forward and shows how the analysis will be done and how concepts and 

models used are related to the already established knowledge in the field of sustainable cities (Alvehus, 

2013, s. 30). 
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4.1 Actor-Network Theory 

The term Actor-Network Theory (ANT) was coined by French sociologists of science and technology 

Michael Callon and Bruno Latour in 1982 (Turner, 2016). ANT is a theory in a constructivist paradigm 

that rejects the idea of a social determinist of scientific knowledge that is prominent in the social school.  

A social determinist would only look at the social phenomenon in a specific context and exclude other 

non-social factors such as nature (Detel, 2001). 

Within the ANT, the term actor network is used to emphasize that actors, who do something, are in a 

network. A network there the relationships and translations between the actors are stable. In this way, 

the actors' functions and location in a network are determined. When a network has been established, 

this means that there is a kind of closure that prevents other actors or relationships from entering the 

network (Detel, 2001). 

A network consists of both human and non-human actors. Non-human actors can be animals, machines, 

natural phenomena, vehicles, texts, symbols and organizational structure. Within ANT, the distinction 

between human and non-human actors is abandoned, and it is believed that non-human actors also have 

the ability to act (Sayes, 2014). The leading idea within ANT is that scientific knowledge is an effect of 

established relationships between the human and non-human actors that are involved in scientific 

methods. According to this theory, an actor is all that in some causal way influences the production of 

scientific theories and statements. Not just researchers, but also for example background assumptions, 

techniques, methods, institutions, social rules, experiments, routines, appropriate instruments and 

measurements, scientific texts and last but not least external objects (Detel, 2001) 

Actors operate in different contexts, but their actions should not only be seen as intention. There can 

thus be many interactions and relationships between actors and in particular, actors can transform other 

actors and these conversions can sometimes be called translations and are further described in the next 

section. A network is a set of actors so that there are translations and relationships between the actors 

that are stable. In this way, the actors' functions and location within the network are determined. When 

a network has been established, it creates a kind of closure which means that it prevents other 

relationships or actors from entering the network (Detel, 2001). 

Latour believes that science is not just about facts, interests, theories, power and rhetoric, but also about 

machines and nature. Scientists provide facts and theories by building "heterogeneous networks" that 

consist of research materials, experimental units, images and descriptive statistics, the results of other 

sciences, abstract concepts and theories, convincing texts and more importantly that none of these are 

reducible to any of them social interests. Machines, people, things and interests are practically infinitely 

defined by researchers in and through these networks. They take on meanings through their connections 

to other actors. It is a semiotic term for everything about having consistency or power regardless of form 

or substance. The more allies who are enrolled in a network, the less likely it is that dissidents can 
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succeed in preventing the actors and thereby weakening or killing the claim. Latour describes the ANT 

as an ontology where the social and human are decentred which also ascribes agency to objects of 

experimental apparatus or nature (Detel, 2001). 

ANT is criticized as it does not explain why but how society or different phenomena look. In science 

one often sees things as dichotomies, such as man and woman, social and technical, nature and culture. 

Technology and sociology have long been regarded as completely different fields of research. Within 

ANT, one wants to go from this dualism and instead see everything as a network. In classical sociology, 

one thinks that society is held together by social hierarchies, but according to Latour, it is not possible 

to keep society together by only the social. The social becomes more stable with non-human things 

(Turner, 2016). 

The knowledge is decisive but not sufficient, now steps that must be taken within ANT driven research 

will be described. After choosing research questions, the first step is to choose a starting point. This 

means choosing from which actor the research starts. The only guide that will be used to select the 

starting point without the research becoming biased is the theme, the goal and the central question for 

the research. E.g. in the implementation of a policy, the policy document can be the starting point. The 

research can then begin to explore the chosen actor and the non-human and human actors that relate to 

it. In this kind of research, it is important to hear the actors involved and this is usually done through 

e.g. analysis of documents and through interviews. If possible, direct observations can also be made on 

the involved actors (Dankert, 2011). 

To get the whole picture, there are three requirements within the ANT research that are to be addressed. 

First, ANT should be recognized as a holistic and boundless approach. This means that context as such 

does not exist, the division between an actor's context and its direct surroundings must be overcome. 

ANT instead creates a new division, that between actors who do not leave tracks and the actors who 

leave tracks. The data in the ANT only consists of the actors who leave the track because they are the 

ones that exist (Dankert, 2011). 

Secondly, the requirement for ANT is that the actors who leave tracks should be seen in the same way. 

This means, for example, that a group of tenants who influence a construction project are analysed in 

the same way as new rules from the state that affect a construction project. They can be described with 

the same type of vocabulary even if their subject is different (Dankert, 2011). 

The third and final requirement that must be met within the ANT is an emphasis on relations. It should 

be clarified how a specific construction project commits to the regulation to the state and how the effect 

of this connection is. An example of such a relation is that based on the rules for a project, an inspector 

from the government should give permission (Dankert, 2011). 
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After the field studies have been completed, the research transitions into a new phase. From the rich 

data produced, it is difficult to choose what is useful and what is not useful for the research. This is done 

according to the research objectives. If the goal is to tell the story, then almost all data is used and there 

will be no closing chapter. If the goal is to develop a model, make recommendations or to learn from 

the research, not all data will be useful. The selection is based on the problems the research focuses on. 

The focus should be substantiated and introduced. In this case, it is also important to go into existing 

literature and only then can the research show how the ANT driven result is linked to existing knowledge 

(Dankert, 2011). The ANT method is used in the analysis of the work to deepen the reader in the complex 

area of sustainable cities. Also, the translation concept described in the following section is used in the 

analysis of the work and derives from the sociology of translation in ANT. 

4.1.1 Translation within Actor-Network Theory 

ANT is also known as translation sociology. It aims to show the dialectical and artificial design of the 

classical opposition to provide tools to analyse that process. ANT has a basic assumption of what social 

science calls society, is an ongoing achievement. There, ANT is an attempt to provide analytical tools 

to explain the actual process where society is constantly reconfigured. In society, there are constant 

interactions between the actors involved and there are actors who transform other actors and speak about 

interests in the names of others. This process is called translation. As described in previous chapter, 

actors are included in networks. There is always a possibility that networks are changing and it is an 

ongoing process to maintain networks. It opens up the possibility of accumulating scientific knowledge 

that is considered the result of translations within the network. To create a scientific belief, fact or theory, 

comes from ANT theory to place these actors in a stable network. In that sense, scientific considerations, 

theories, knowledge and facts are taken through translations that take place in established networks 

(Detel, 2001). 

In a process of translation, a meaning, a word or a symbol, is translated to another. In the transfer process, 

the message changes along the understanding and interest of the actors involved. Within ANT, one 

speaks of translation as a process that is constantly ongoing. Translation is an uncertain process that can 

fail and if a translation fails, then what we take for truth fails (Turner, 2016). According to the classic 

diffusion model, a symbol, such as a decision, has an inner force, which is enhanced by resistance or 

action. The translation model, which is the prevailing one within ANT, instead sees that the symbol has 

no own power, but the energy comes from those who do something with it. The symbol is transformed 

by allowing actors to change or let the symbol fall. In the last case, the symbol stops (Latour, 1998). 

Translation can be seen as a chain that has neither beginning nor end. We can trace the chain what has 

happened, but not forward what will happen. 
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This means that the translation is a process that becomes visible only afterwards when it has become a 

result. At each step or transformation, there is in the chain what Latour calls a gap. The gap is what 

happens between every transformation, which we cannot see or know about (Latour, 1998).  

Instead of understanding translation as an operation performed in languages, it can thus be seen as a 

complicated negotiation process. During the process, meanings, interests and claims are won and 

changed. Thus, translation has a political meaning and then refers to the pursuit of specific 

interpretations or interests, which often involve power games, persuasions and strategic manoeuvres 

(Wæraas & Agger Nielsen, 2016). Translation also has a semiotic and geometric significance. The 

geometric meaning encompasses the mobilization of non-human and human resources in different 

directions, leading to a result that is a slow movement from one place to another. The semiotic meaning 

refers to the transformation of the meaning that emerges during the displacement of the object in 

question (Wæraas & Agger Nielsen, 2016). 

In translation processes, four steps are necessary. The first step is problematization. It is about when 

actors try to convince others that they have the right solutions and offer problem statements. The second 

step is interessement that is about strengthening the links between the interests of different actors. The 

third step is enrolment. It is about the actors' acceptance and their participation in their role in prioritizing 

a particular problematization. The fourth step is mobilization. It refers to the maintenance of the network 

by spokesmen acting according to their interests. Translation is then a process for creating homologies 

and convergences by relating things that were previously different. (Wæraas & Agger Nielsen, 2016). 

Latour notes that semiotic and geometric dimensions of translation show that everything can spread in 

time and space in exactly this way, including claims, orders, artefacts, statements that result in the 

faithful transfer of a statement being a single and unusual case among many, more likely, others (Wæraas 

& Agger Nielsen, 2016). Latour's translation model assumes no end result of homologies and 

convergences, but rather a process of continuous transformation. It results in a chain of unique 

translations depending on the properties of the context (Wæraas & Agger Nielsen, 2016). 

4.2 Development theory 

The term development originally refers to national economic growth and comes from the fact that the 

US began in 1940 together with a key American foreign policy concern how to create the future of the 

newly independent states to avoid being drawn into communist Soviet blocks. Motivated by this US 

enlisted their social scientists to study ways to promote capitalist economic development and political 

stability in the developing world. The development theory comes from the research that resulted from 

this effort and is about how to achieve the desired change in society. There are different notions of 

development and approaches to the subject, but all approaches have a connection between development 

and governance. 
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Development is determined by governance and its structure is created by goals for development. Many 

development theories equate national economic growth with development. A central role is to 

understand the role of state in development and the relationship between market-government (Halperin, 

2018).  

The development theory changes over time, international environmental changes, changes in ideology, 

and then the notion of governance and how they are related also changes. The concept of the relationship 

between governance and the relation to development has happened since World War II and is 

represented by dependency world system theories, Theories of modernization and growth, newer critical 

perspectives and neoclassical theory (Halperin, 2018). The following sections describe in more detail 

dependency world system theories and critical perspectives, because they are linked to the analysis of 

the work. 

4.2.1 Dependency and world systems theories within development theory 

The theory of modernization meant that when development societies came into contact with North 

American and Western European societies, they would modernize and consequently achieve political, 

social and economic characteristics associated with the United States and Western Europe. In the 1960s, 

it became clear that what the modernization theory predicted did not happen in the Third World. Then 

the dependency theory emerged from the perspective that developing countries are today structurally 

different from the developed countries and must therefore be developed in a different way. In dependent 

theory, the limited national focus of modernization theory is rejected, and instead emphasizes the need 

to understand the complexity of imperialism and its role to develop postcolonial states (Halperin, 2018). 

4.2.2 Critical perspectives within development theory 

In the 1970s, a number of critical perspectives emerged which highlighted the ethical and cultural 

dimensions of development. The most prominent among the critical perspectives were the subaltern, 

postmodern and postcolonial critics of Eurocentric concepts of development and modernity. 

Postcolonial theory focused on the legacy of the colonial rule and especially in view of the difficulties 

faced by people under colonial times in the development of their national identity. Postmodern writing 

challenged great stories from the modern era. There were stories of individuality's victory, the 

inevitability of progress, and primary scientific truth that postmodern writing challenged as oppressive, 

simplified, or tyrannical. By working within the general perspective, subaltern studies attempted to 

rethink the history from the subaltern's perspective and thereby give suggestions on alternative 

experiences, ways and its value (Halperin, 2018).  

The various critics have succeeded in drawing attention to the ethnocentric basis of the idea of what 

constitutes the potential constraints and what constitutes development, a diverse world of development, 

the tension between universal theories, gender processing in conventional development theory. Which 

further leads to the political content of economic development strategies driven by national 
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governments, encouraged by NGOs and international institutions and hidden behind the notion of 

support. The critics helped to focus attention on the fact that there is a need to include human safety 

dimension and social development in the concept of development. One result that is worth mentioning 

is the UN's development program which has conceptualized human development and thus includes 

people's ability to have access to the resources needed for a decent standard of living, acquire knowledge 

and live a long and healthy life (Halperin, 2018).  

The development theory has been influenced by the concept of human development in at least two ways. 

First and foremost, it has been made clear that previous theories are deficient in view of the fact that 

they focused on entire societies or nations and who used macroeconomic factors to measure 

development and describe differences in developmental conditions. But these theories cannot predict 

whether material well-being and wealth are sufficiently distributed to create the conditions for human 

development. 

Secondly, human development within the concept of development points out the importance of the state. 

The state is believed to have an important role in promoting and protecting human well-being and 

advocating the need for the socially oriented urban policy that neo-liberalism condemns. Socially 

oriented state policies improve people's access to productive assets, human resources investments, 

physical infrastructure and information flows, credit facilities, and protect consumers, producers, 

vulnerable groups, and the legitimate interests of workers in society. The perspective resumed the need 

for the state's greater role in development instead of the neoliberal conversation that wanted to phase 

out public ownership, regulation of economic activities and urban planning. The conflicting perspectives 

created political debates on governance and growth, in particular, what constitutes good governance in 

the global development context (Halperin, 2018). 

4.3 Summary of the theoretical framework 

It differs noticeably which projects in relation to sustainable cities are practiced in South Africa versus 

Sweden. As previously mentioned, the definition of the concept sustainable city is wide, and it depends 

on who you ask and in what context you are, and thus the goals of the activities towards sustainable 

cities also become different. Translation theory within ANT is linked to the constantly ongoing process 

for sustainable urban development where the definition both changes and differs between actors. 

Translation of different concepts to create sustainable cities is a complex process of negotiation where 

claims, different interests change and get ground. ANT as a research method is suitable for investigative 

research in areas that have not been studied so much and identifies actors and their relationship in 

researched networks and contexts. ANT as a method is useful for entering complex issues and its 

limitlessness can lead to unexpected conclusions. The choice of ANT falls naturally as sustainable cities 

is a new area and at the moment a complex process with varied numbers of concepts, actors and different 

activities and projects. Sustainable development takes place in different contexts consisting of different 
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networks and therefore it is rewarding to study the relations of its actors. It is interesting to see how 

different concepts in sustainable development are changed and translated in different contexts. It 

facilitates the understanding of the interests of the actors involved and to find enablers to create 

sustainable cities and smart cities. 

The UN development program is a result of development theory and is therefore linked to the work's 

connection to 11th SDG. More specifically, 11th SDG is linked to the critical perspective that addresses 

the importance of including human safety dimensions and social development in the concept of 

development. A common view of the actors working on activities and projects towards sustainable cities 

in Sweden and South Africa emphasizes the social dimension as central. There are people who live in 

cities and cities are built for people so they should be included in sustainable city policies. They should 

also have access to vital resources, good infrastructure for access to areas with economic opportunities 

and they should also be able to feel secure. 

Depending on the context you are in, the actors define a sustainable city differently depending on needs 

and interests. The dependency theory emerged from the perspective that developing countries are today 

structurally different from the developed countries and must therefore be developed in a different way. 

In dependent theory, the limited national focus of modernization theory is rejected, and instead 

emphasizes the need to understand the complexity of imperialism and its role to develop postcolonial 

states. In the case of South Africa, it may not be about rich core countries exploiting their dominance 

over the marginalized poorer countries in the periphery. It is here that the wealth of the rich has increased 

at the expense of the poor. It is linked to the world system theory and can be more closely resembled as 

a remnant from imperialism but within the country. Figure 4 summary’s the theories adapted to the 

study. Additional thinking and deeper links between insight into the different contexts and the 

frameworks take place in the analysis part of the work. 

 

Figure 4. Adapt theoretical framework 
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5. Empirical data of sustainable cities in Sweden and South Africa 

The empirical chapter includes first-hand data collected in Sweden and South Africa. The material is, 

as previously described, based on the 21 interviewed respondents distributed among the two countries. 

The empirical data is divided into the studied contexts Sweden and South Africa, and then followed by 

five subchapters based on subject specification. The chapters include smart cities and sustainable cities, 

which deal with concepts and keywords such as awareness, commitment, related to economic, 

operational, social and environment development dimensions. Organizational structure of management 

activities towards sustainable cities that includes projects main actors involved, collaboration, initiation, 

projects as a process, public sector, and the private sector. Organizational initiations and implementation 

of sustainable cities with enablers and constraints. Infrastructure and urban planning dealt with spatial 

city planning, safety and security, transport, Apartheid city planning, water, energy, and education. The 

last subchapter concerns social impact of activities towards sustainable cities, involving aspects of 

equality and segregation, social housing, quality of life, education, history, safe, inclusive, resilient, 

sustainable, policies and economy. The material includes both human and non-human actors presented 

in Figures 5 and 6. The actors are divided according to specific functions in the sustainable activities 

and projects described in the study.  

 

Figure 5. Human actors involved in the empirical data collection 
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Figure 6. Non-human actors involved in the empirical data collection 

5.1 The context studied in South Africa 

The South African context chapter include narrative descriptions based on the interview studies 

conducted in the two South African cities, Johannesburg and Cape town. The actors were all involved 

in projects or activities towards development of the sustainable city concept. The South African context 

focuses on the framework of the concepts of sustainable city and smart city, the actors' definition of 

these, activities and projects towards a sustainable city the actors are involved in, identified enablers and 

constraints of activities towards a sustainable city, infrastructure and urban planning towards a 

sustainable city and lastly addresses the social impact of activities towards a sustainable city. 

5.1.1 Sustainable city and smart city 

The starting point of the interview study was to identify a common platform within the actor’s views. 

With background knowledge and the literature study as a template the actors where asked to describe 

their definition of a sustainable city. Sustainable cities where indicated by several actors to offer 

everyone an equitable high-quality lifestyle, with structure to stay resilience for present and future 

climate risk. The sustainable cities should also be able to adapt to ongoing environmental changes, such 

as global warming and decreasing agricultural production. The urbanisation was mentioned in relation 

to the definition of the concept, with people moving to the city centres which adds pressure to provide 

infrastructure and basic communities to the migrating citizens. A sustainable city with different means 

of transport, different housing and open spaces should not be a choice, it should be the way forward. 

Citizens should not have to choose between different inefficient transportation options, the existing 

public transportation is a key for defining a sustainable city. The transportation should embrace people 

from all different demographics, from lower classes to the upper classes. Transport in combination with 
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a sustainable infrastructure should be integrated and create a composite network. A common view 

among the respondents is that the focus in the creation of sustainable cities is urban design. The urban 

design could be seen from different angels but in relation to the 11th SDG, it would contradict the 

synergies of sustainable development. Urban design should reflect the social aspects, economic aspect, 

environmental impact and the overall community.  

A common view among the actors is that the main goal is environmental protection and quality of life. 

If those dimensions are fulfilled, first then can we achieve an actual sustainable city or sustainable 

development. In a more practical sense, the ability to create a sustainable city is when citizens use less 

resources. Recycling insights and reducing the negative impact on the environment with limited use of 

resources are needed to meet future needs. The statement connects to the Brundtland report and its 

definition of sustainable development. 

The fast-increasing urbanisation connected to the issues around the definition was also reflected. There 

is a need for guaranteed stability in the cities while working for sustainable development. Keeping up 

with the increasing number of people that are immigrating to the cities. The need to utilize existing 

resources more efficiently as well as making sure the future people that all staying in cities have the 

possibility to live within the cities upon equally opportunities.  

Sustainable city is sometimes described as a complex phenomenon but in vibrant terms it is a 

carbon negative city. With net-zero waste, energy and water a sustainable city must reverse the 

effects of climate change. We all target 1.5 degrees in terms of maximum heat gain. But the idea is 

that we reverse that down again. We do not leave at that level. We must absorb carbon. Sustainable 

city is also about quality of life. Ensuring food sustainability (Respondent, April 2019). 

Depending on the interviewed actor, the answer to the definition of a sustainable city differs and many 

present the complexity of the concept. The concept that is well known and virtual used but still so 

unknown, does almost describe one of the most popular concepts of modern time. The intuition of 

adapting it lays in the representation and image. People in general have historically been fixed by 

sustainability as a radical green idea, and then forgets that there are many other dimensions, this applies 

not only in a South African context but also in a broader global context. People talk very lively about 

megacity and a big city. A city with more than 10 million people. But it's more than that. Megacity is a 

developing country phenomenon. You have a small portion of very wealthy people and a huge amount 

of people with very little wealth. Sustainable city definition in a South African context can be a city that 

is energy efficient, resource efficient in terms of planning, construction and operational stages, water 

efficient and manage waste efficiently. A major factor in South Africa is transportation, as probably all 

over the world, but they have a unique situation in South Africa in terms of urban planning and spatial 

layout. Transport is probably the most difficult factor to manage right in terms of sustainable city 

activities in the country. With these factors applied in the precinct or city then you can start calling it a 
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sustainable city. There is a belief in the definition of a sustainable city and each of the actors interviewed 

can relate to the concept. The main difference is the content and relevant incorporation among the 

dimensions. The consensus among the actors is to create a city that is self-sufficient and created in 

agreement with its citizens. 

The concept smart city has several different definitions. If you just go online and do a quick google 

just adding smart city and a country name, you will see different definitions within each context. 

The one underlying theme I have seen so far is that a smart city is about harnessing opportunities 

within ICT (Information and communications technology), to resolve urban issues and problems 

a city planner faces on regular bases. Having said that it should not be used or exploited to drive 

almost like a profit-based agenda, which happens quite a lot particularly in the developing world 

(Respondent, April 2019). 

When continue asking the actors if they were familiar with the concept of a smart city the answers where 

even more diverse. The overall common basis of the actors' descriptions of the concept is a utilizing 

technology that helps monitor and increase efficiency within the city planning. The increased efficiency 

can take form of security camera systems in specific precincts, for improving public safety and result in 

opening of economical spaces. The other mentioned criteria were secondary functions such as service 

delivery functions. Essentially monitor service inefficiencies, and the potential of recording data as 

evidence of improving data usage for possible smart city projects. In a monitor point of view all 

collection of data must be valid and accurate. The continued obtainable interview question was to 

compare the two concepts of sustainable city and smart city, a possibility to consider whether the 

concepts are interchangeable. The general shared opinion was that the two concepts were not 

interchangeable, some said that a smart city are a subset of a sustainable city. A sustainable city should 

link everyone together, having basic access to water, energy and sanitary, but to structure this smart city 

projects can be adapted, and ICT come in to place. ICT in the long term does not add any value or solve 

any significantly problems, it is more a technological tool. For example, the actors could drive a program 

towards a smart city agenda, but that will not automatically achieve a sustainable city. But if you want 

to drive your sustainable city program, you can achieve a smart city. The smart city idea is more 

dependent on the sustainable city idea than the other way around. One opinion was that the two concepts 

are in synergies. That the smart city technology utilize technology such monitoring and collect data, to 

be more informed and find sustainable solutions. With this perspective the both concepts require to go 

hand in hand, to be accomplished.  

5.1.2 Organisational structure of management activities towards sustainable cities 

In this section, the actors describe what projects and activities towards sustainable cities and sustainable 

precincts they are involved in. A common view shared during the talks was the importance of embracing 

the sustainability discussion for it to remain open. In a precinct in Johannesburg over the past year, they 

have started a sustainability forum. This includes all property owners, their sustainability managers and 
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their sustainability staff. The forum links leadership's practice towards sustainable development within 

the city project. The forum has become an advisory committee to all property owners and creates 

collaboration. The sustainability forum takes place every quarter and they invite different actors such as 

the municipality and sometimes even actors from the government. The meetings embrace the actors to 

share their work and their own situation around issues or models that include water resources, energy 

and waste management and then address relevant issues regarding sustainable city projects. It is 

important not to work in silence with sustainable city improvement. Positive results of the collaboration 

where the actors together analyse today's situation is that the reflections create a knowledge platform 

that shares different expertise in the field. 

Growing cities are attracting more people to the node for economic opportunities. But it is important 

that other dimensions are also included. The increasing urbanization every year and the time of the urban 

age must be considered with actions and relevant planning. More efficient public transport systems in 

Johannesburg such as the Gautrain have been introduced. But there is still a need for more cooperation 

on public transport. A common view among actors in South Africa is that the car situation and transport 

systems require improvement. The factor affects both the environment and the design and access to 

sustainable city projects. 

In Cape Town, the water shortage has become the highlight in terms of how people get involved in 

sustainable city projects. Climate change is critical today and together with urbanization they are a major 

reason for the water shortage. The water management in Cape Town is reactive today. More actions are 

taken to survive rather than prevent critical situation. For example, citizens bought tanks for their 

buildings to subsist the drought. Cape Town went in crisis when the drought started, and risk planning 

resulted in creation of plenty water holes all around the town. Several factors need to be included, actions 

that occur after panic can instead lead to other problems. Excavating too many boreholes can affect the 

underground and groundwater. Now much of the water comes from the groundwater and the question 

is how it affects the vegetation.  

Who are the main actors in these related projects? Geographical space is a main factor in developing a 

structured precinct by the property owners. Because they manage public space and they ultimately must 

involve the city. All parties that utilize the geographical space have the right to make any remark around 

it. In South Africa properties are mainly privately owned and, in some precincts, also the roads are 

privately owned. 

5.1.3 Organisational initiations and implementation towards sustainable cities  

This section addresses the enablers and constraints of activities towards sustainable cities and precincts. 

An enabler is communication that enables collaboration and discussion. When various actors meet at 

different conferences to gather information, they keep much information for themselves. One enabler 

would be that the different actors share their experiences, perhaps the actors have common challenges 
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and can learn from each other. Only if the actors cooperate can they learn from challenges that others 

have had. They can learn from each other as others already know the right path and have already done 

the hard work. It’s just a matter of sharing and collaborating to contextualise the whole picture. Precinct 

managers are required to cooperate and try to get the private sector and the public sector to collaborate 

further.  

The participation of international actors in collaborations has led to new perspectives on how public 

transport can be improved in Johannesburg. This in turn has led the major to invest in wider pavements, 

dedicated cycle lanes and improved bus services to various precincts. The bus lines will link inner-city 

Johannesburg and neighbouring townships to precincts of economic opportunity. It is important to 

ensure that it is not just for the privileged, it should be for all economic levels. People inadequately 

travel into different precincts, public transport is required for everyone, not just for the privileged. But 

at the same time, there are constraints that affect, among other things, precinct managers and property 

owners. The motivation of politicians and the government to cooperate with the private sector is also 

important. 

Sometimes politics could be a constraint, and lack of public involvement according to one 

respondent. The private sector wants to do so many things but hesitate and this precinct pays the 

highest rate of taxes. But we are lucky to even see 10% of those rates back in this area. It may be 

spent in more poverty areas. Fair enough. I understand why the government must put a lot of the 

money in the poorer area. But this space can’t be neglected, because if we continue to be neglected, 

we can’t continue to be the economical hub. The government thinks that if they invest too much 

in privileged areas like this area, they will not take care of the less privileged areas (Respondent, 

April 2019).  

From a precinct point of view, the better the precinct is managed, the asset they are building is in a 

valued space. Therefore, property owners are willing to pay a levy in addition to taxes. But the situation 

in South Africa is also related to the history of the country, the Apartheid system with segregation. 

Common constraints among the actors are financial limitation and the lack of policies. This results in 

actors acting on their own. E.g. they place their own security cameras that could instead be managed 

from a common control room while creating transparency. There is only interest in setting up cameras 

where there is financial gain. Not in a place like Alexandra, the township. People in those areas can’t 

even afford basics products so how can they afford cameras. That is perspectives of constraints and 

challenges. 

What are the benefits or value prospect of a sustainable city? A common perception among the actors 

in South Africa is that, above all, the functional factors should be maintained and not replaced by bold 

ideas. After the functional factors have been secured the innovative ideas can take place in relation to 

the city’s specific context. In symbiose the city could grow and become a place which is safe, clean and 
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welcoming for investments. Only then can the buildings in different precincts become valuable to the 

property owners and this embraces the economic dimension. The cities are a complex structure in South 

Africa with all private investments empowering development and possess the public space to be a 

welcoming area. An example is Johannesburg inner city centre where buildings lost their value, the 

companies and investors moved, and the area became unsafe, with hijacked buildings and empty malls. 

5.1.4 Infrastructure and urban planning 

The initiation phase is an important phase in implementing sustainable development perspectives. When 

developing a new building it’s important to plan from an urban design point a view, but too often the 

planning idea is neglected. When a building is completed, property owners want to maximize revenue 

and perspectives that deal with public space are overlooked. In the old Apartheid planning the focus was 

on creating huge landscape structure with buildings with fence around. There was almost no walkway. 

There are improvements today when preparing for a new building. It is encouraged for more pedestrians 

and the inclusion of public space. The result is that there is collaboration between the private sector and 

the public sector. Today, many new buildings have integrated public space into the precincts. 

Planning needs to include all stakeholders and address important issues such as transportation for 

everyone to have access to precincts with financial opportunities. There is a need for drop off and pick 

up zones for workers in work areas. Due to the lack of such zones, illegal parking of mini buses takes 

place. Buildings in different precincts are not designed to have safe drop off and pick up zones for the 

employees. Some individuals use private cars while others utilize public transport as mini buses. 

Delivery trucks also lack proper parking areas. As a result, mini buses and delivery trucks park in the 

middle of the street, creating a bottleneck for the neighbourhood. The question is how the interface of 

buildings can enable good zones for these purposes.   

The city has a critical role in terms of educating designers and architects to create the optimal solutions 

in urban planning. In Johannesburg there is a huge building in a specific precinct with 5 000 to 6 000 

staff and there is none existing drop off zone for taxis/ mini busses to pick up or drop off the staff. 

Instead the taxis and mini busses stops in the middle of the road and block a lane which leads to 

congestion. It is an example of when there are shortcomings in urban planning and a is central part of 

the South African context. 

Inclusion and planning in which all stakeholders participate is of great importance in creating an efficient 

flow in the city. It is related to the operational perspective in sustainable development in urban planning. 

Transportation needs to be included in the development of the final design process of a new building or 

a new precinct. Both the private sector and the public sector have their role in investing in infrastructure. 

But there are currently challenges for the city and the process of creating sustainable infrastructure is 

slow. 
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In developing an inclusive and sustainable infrastructure all impact on the specific precinct that is 

developed must be analysed early in the development process. Proper planning is required to create 

functions that can make a big difference to the citizens. E.g. an extra lane, more and wider walkway and 

improved infrastructure in general.  

The constraints of sustainable city planning, and smart city planning are that many actors try to save the 

extra cent to maximize their own revenue. It would be worth spending the extra cent and look at how 

the development of the new building or the precinct affects the environment, the specific area and the 

citizens who will use it. Other constraints are that there is insufficient consultation with the right urban 

users and managers that work within the area daily. Beautiful and green buildings are created, but they 

are not always suitable for the needs as the urban planners do not consult the users. 

5.1.5 Social impact of activities towards sustainable cities  

Implementation of projects and activities towards sustainable cities results in happier citizens. Good 

infrastructure leads to accessibility, citizens can then utilize the areas and at the same time investors get 

better return on investment. Investing in sustainable projects benefits both the community and the 

investors themselves and the areas can continue to thrive. If you look at many different sustainable urban 

projects around the world, the government and political determination are crucial to their success and 

implementation. These sustainable projects benefit everyone who experiences, lives or works in these 

areas.  

5.2 The studied context in Sweden 

The Swedish context chapter include narrative descriptions based on the interview studies conducted in 

the Swedish city Stockholm. The actors were all involved in projects or activities towards development 

of the sustainable city concept. The Swedish context focuses in the same manner as the South African 

context on the framework of the concepts of sustainable city and smart city, the actors' definition of 

these, activities and projects towards a sustainable city the actors are involved in, identified enablers and 

constraints of activities towards a sustainable city, infrastructure and urban planning towards a 

sustainable city and lastly addresses the social impact of activities towards a sustainable city. 

5.2.1 Sustainable city and smart city 

A common view among actors in Sweden is that it is difficult to impartially give a definition of the 

concept of a sustainable city. The circumstances of the specific site or precinct are essential for 

developing a sustainable city project, and it differs from place to place what is important. When initiating 

and planning a sustainable city project, you need to look at which SDGs are relevant to the project. It is 

linked to the three sustainability dimensions of economy, social and environmental. If you have this 

contextual structure when planning a city, it creates better conditions for it to be sustainable. There is 

no city that is considered sustainable today. Agenda 2030 should inspire involved actors to act for a 

change. A sustainable city is not necessarily something that can be achieved in a solid state. A 
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sustainable city is a goal image of the future, a vision or a utopia. To pursue these visions, concrete 

actions should be identified. A sustainable city can be seen as a closed loop with material flow, 

production, reuse, green energy, high biodiversity and no negative health impact on the people living 

there. The social sustainability perspectives emphasize that a sustainable city has equality without social 

gaps between groups and individuals. There is no jointly accepted definition of a sustainable city, but 

recurring content is the link to the model of sustainable development, Brundtland's report and SDGs. 

The 17 SDGs are relevant in all projects and activities towards a sustainable city, but the sub-goals are 

more concrete. The sub-goals allow the business to identify a more precise action plan depending on 

needs and values. 

In defining the concept of smart city, a common view among the actors was that it is the use of digital 

solutions and innovation to enable further sustainable development. A smart city involves monitoring 

and other technologies that are seen as a key part of driving development forward. A smart city 

streamlines various functions in society. Electricity infrastructure, transport and various security 

contexts can be connected online where authorities and companies can gain access to monitor, collect 

data and improve. Technical development is used to plan and develop a smart city. At the same time, 

technology must not become the focus or the valued definition, the development must represent the 

citizens and their actual needs. The respondents mean that when implementing smart city projects to 

develop a sustainable city, planning and structure should be done in a bottom up thinking rather than 

top down. The people and needs at local level should be involved in the structure and shaping of 

activities and projects towards a sustainable city and a smart city. A common view among the actors is 

that the term sustainable city is not interchangeable with the term smart city. The sustainable city concept 

covers more dimensions than the smart city concept. A sustainable city also has clearer frameworks to 

lean on such as Agenda 2030 and SDGs. 

5.2.2 Organisational structure of management activities towards sustainable cities 

Actors in Stockholm are involved in activities and projects towards sustainable cities such as various 

environmental programs for Stockholm City. They work on developing tools such as checklists and 

guidelines. The guidelines in the environmental program acts as a control document and provides an 

overview of the current situation in the city and what the future city planning aims for. Information is 

reviewed to find a necessary match between needs and goals. Goals addresses climate adaptation, reduce 

climate impact and improve public health. 

Negative effects of noise, air pollution and emissions of chemicals are analysed to preserve biodiversity 

and maintain good water status. A common view among the actors in Stockholm is that it is about 

resource management and circular economy.  
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Actors in Stockholm work as consultants and analyze the effects of different allocation of resources. 

Resources such as transport infrastructure throughout Stockholm County. Sophisticated models are used 

to calculate whether there are deficits or surpluses, the question is how these resources are distributed 

among different socio-economic groups in the region. The social sustainability perspective needs to be 

linked to, among other things, transport planning in order for the allocation of resources to remain fair, 

inclusive and sustainable. To know whether Stockholm is developing in a sustainable way, the 

municipality needs policy documents that guide which issues should be prioritized. Policy documents 

with defined goals along SDG's sub-goals linked to indicators and needs in the city.  

There are challenges as there are different actors initiating activities and projects in Stockholm. 

Stockholm City is an actor who owns land and has a planning monopoly. Another player is the Swedish 

Transport Administration, which has several projects that affect the development of the city. Then there 

are many different builders. Stockholm City is the main owner of the city's housing project and must 

place demands on the builders so that the environment or human health is not adversely affected. The 

public sector is the largest customer of construction projects in Stockholm. 

5.2.3 Organisational initiations and implementation towards sustainable cities  

The subchapter describes enablers and constraints that emerged in the Swedish context. The actors mean 

that to determine if it is an enabler it depends on the result of sustainable activities and projects. The 

public sector is responsible for running the process and setting guidelines based on guidelines from 

politicians. Politicians are considered to have great responsibility and be a contributing factor for 

sustainable projects to be implemented. The allocation and disposal of budget for sustainable purposes 

differs from different mandate periods and which parties are in government. Sustainability consultants 

through their advice are important for the development of activities and projects towards sustainable 

cities in Stockholm. Whether they receive money depends on how politicians choose to allocate the 

budget. 

Constraints of activities and projects towards sustainable cities also contain political aspects. Along with 

resource allocation and knowledge that is considered to be a central part. Politicians have great power 

to control the direction of urban development with various policy documents. An important factor is 

knowledge distribution. Stockholm is the epicentre in Sweden with a wide range of specified expertise 

in issues related to activities and projects towards sustainable cities. But it is difficult to implement 

different sustainability projects without resources such as money. It costs to replace different systems 

as analog systems. 

It is expensive to make new, replace or redo different systems such as analog systems and to a great 

extent requires expertise. Knowledge exists, the biggest obstacle is access to money and there the public 

sector, together with politicians, needs to choose how resources should be distributed. 
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The common view among the actors in Stockholm in terms of the benefits or value perspective of a 

sustainable city is that it is long-term. If you turn it around and see what the alternative to a sustainable 

city is then it's an unsustainable city. By definition, the thought arises as to how long an unsustainable 

city remains. People do not want to live in a city that is economically unsustainable, it is too expensive 

to live, unsustainable housing market, unsustainable infrastructure or that the city is polluted. Young 

people must be able to enter the housing market. The advantage of a sustainable city is from both a 

human and environmental perspective. In a sustainable city, one can continue to live, be and develop. 

5.2.4 Infrastructure and urban planning  

Urban planning has a central role in the development of activities and projects towards a sustainable 

city. But urban planning cannot act alone; urban planning is linked to other important types of 

community planning. Social development and community planning include housing market, reforms 

and various policies. Urban planning differs in definition, according to the actors, but mainly as the term 

is used today it is about detailed planning where there is limited influence of sustainability. In a detailed 

planning, you work part by part. This leads to difficulties in implementing aspects of sustainability, as 

sustainability issues are more general today. Much of the work is done at a local level where builders 

work with a few hectares. The perspectives need to be reviewed so that sustainability is also 

implemented at the local level, not just at the national level. It is about redistributing resources, working 

with geographical scales and interaction between the sectors and the actors involved. Resources must 

be distributed where there is a need and can only happen if the government distributes funds all the way 

down to the municipal level. Equitable distribution between different administrations is also needed. 

There is a change with improved infrastructure and contributions to citizens who want to buy an electric 

car. But the question is whether the distribution of resources is fair.  

The infrastructure being built is not accessible to everyone and everyone cannot afford an electric 

car. There are gaps between resource allocation, and this creates segregation in society. It is 

imperative that politicians develop policies for inclusive development of activities and projects 

towards sustainable cities with a long-term perspective (Respondent, April 2019).  

The infrastructure is being developed at regional level in Stockholm. This is done in collaboration with 

the Swedish Transport Administration at national level to plan and expand infrastructure and public 

transport. There are both regional and national plans where there is room to influence in a sustainable 

direction, but there are no plans at the municipal level. Infrastructure has a major impact on a sustainable 

society. Transportation systems create benefits as access. Today, transport systems and their benefits 

are distributed unfairly across different geographical areas. It is difficult to find a city today, that is not 

a segregated city. Wealthy residents are concentrated to certain areas and less wealthy residents to other 

areas. 
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If the region invests in expansion of traffic infrastructure in one place, there will be a specific group of 

residents who will benefit. It is important that development takes place where there is a need. It is our 

shared resources, our tax money that finance the expansion. There is a lack of long-term benefits when 

there are still residents living segregated in society, isolated from the labour market. 

At the same time, segregation increases when those who do not have access to the labour market are 

concentrated in the same areas. The allocation of resources should be fairly distributed. Good 

infrastructure as a functioning transport system creates proximity to the labour market, economic 

sustainability and inclusion. There are also other factors that need to be included in urban planning and 

infrastructure development. Costs are constraints and make urban planning and infrastructure 

development more difficult. This applies to both the allocation of resources as previously mentioned, 

but also that the expansion of public transport can lead to increased ticket costs for citizens. In order to 

develop a sustainable city, public transport is a contributing factor, but how should it be marketed if 

ticket costs increase. 

While citizens want to travel more collectively, a good road infrastructure is needed for those who cannot 

travel by public transport. There are both different people who have different reasons but also police, 

ambulance, fire brigade and delivery trucks. Socio economic calculations are needed to calculate and 

justify if an expansion is needed. But roads will be needed no matter how many people use them. As 

long there are cars on the roads, it will also create noise and create unhealthy particles. It’s another 

aspect that need to be considered, it is not enough that the cars are environmentally friendly and run on 

electricity. It is a health impact that is affected by vehicles in the traffic infrastructure. This makes it 

difficult to follow different environmental quality standards that are necessary for a sustainable city. 

Other challenges are that the current system needs to be shut down during expansion. It is difficult to 

develop the infrastructure as needed when there are already buildings and people within its area. The 

constant short-term view makes it difficult to work for a sustainable city. Time perspective, planning 

and development should focus on long-term goals. Only then can activities and projects towards a 

sustainable city or a smart city be successful. 

5.2.5 Social impact of activities towards sustainable cities 

The actors believe that the social impact depends on how a sustainable city is defined from the 

beginning. If activities and projects are based on Agenda 2030, everyone would benefit from the benefits 

of a sustainable city. 

Today you can see many environmentally friendly projects that are not available to everyone. Electric 

cars are increasing in the market and electric poles for charging are being built according to demand but 

not everyone can afford an electric car. Stockholm City has built a residential area that is a flagship 

project. It includes circular waste management, is energy efficient and has green roofs. But housing 

costs more than many can afford. Only the rich have the opportunity to live in these areas with low 
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climate impact. Important factors that need to be included in the calculations are both to analyse which 

citizens will finally have access to the environmentally friendly projects and also to analyse what climate 

impact the actual establishment of the areas has. Worth noting is that often those living with limited 

financial resources have less climate impact and leave less ecological footprint. Many people with less 

resources cannot afford to fly, cannot afford expensive food that has a high climate impact and may not 

be able to afford a car. In many cases, they travel by public transport or take the bike instead.  

Property owners and other investors who invest in new environmentally friendly projects want to get a 

return of investment. It could be investment in a new residential area or expansion of the subway in 

Stockholm. In order to get a return on investment, ticket prices for the metro are raised and rents are 

maximized. Expansion of transport systems such as the subway is good for those who cannot afford a 

car, but the benefits are complicated when the investment is financed by raising ticket prices. The 

analysis of the benefits of these projects needs to be improved. Perspectives such as inclusion in social 

development are rarely taken into account in new sustainable projects. 

Social and sustainable development is a process that includes many different actors. Everyone with 

different points of view which leads to conflicts of interests between the actors. Actors have their own 

agendas where it is difficult to collaborate outside their own perspectives. This complicates the process 

where there is a need to look after everyone's needs, weigh between different interests and prioritize. 

The process of creating a sustainable city consists of people who should interact, agree and resolve target 

conflicts.   

Sustainable development consists of a social system, an economic system and an environmental system. 

The interaction between the different systems is complex. In social and sustainable development of 

cities, people are the focus, cities are built for people. The human perspective has a central role where 

the environment and the economy can be seen as a framework for what is possible to achieve. People 

are driving the process of developing sustainable cities. Actors involved needs to collaborate to get a 

common picture of what needs to be done. Collaboration and knowledge sharing are a key enabler for 

successful activities and projects towards a sustainable city. At the same time, it can be a constraint if 

the collaboration does not work and the actors do not agree. 

The development of activities and projects towards a sustainable city is an ongoing process. The 

definition of a sustainable city is something that evolves over time. The definition develops dynamically 

rather than linearly and can be developed three-dimensionally in different directions. In order for 

sustainable development of sustainable cities to be successful, it is central for the actors involved to 

share their image of what they want to achieve. The continuation should be cooperation between the 

actors to ensure that everyone's interests are taken care of. 
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5.3 Empirical summary 

The definition of a sustainable city differs both between the actors involved and the specific context. 

But common is that the definitions of a sustainable city can be divided into the economic, social and 

environmental sustainability dimensions as well as the constantly recurring dimension operational. The 

social dimension is central, and the human is the focus of the development of sustainable cities as there 

are people living in the cities and cities are being developed for people. The dimensions of economy and 

environment are seen as frameworks for what is possible to achieve in both the Swedish and South 

African contexts. The economy is described as a requirement for financing projects and activities 

towards a sustainable city. The environmental dimension is seen both from a resilience perspective to 

adapt to climate change and from a change perspective where work is being done along with various 

policies such as Agenda 2030 to reduce climate change.  

There are several examples of the resilience perspective in the South African context. Cape Town has 

an acute water shortage. Johannesburg has major electricity problems and the province uses load 

shedding to avoid overloading the electricity grid, which means that citizens are without electricity for 

certain periods. The water shortage in Cape Town described is due to factors related to urbanization and 

climate change. Implementation of new innovative technology is considered to be a solution. It has led 

to that grey water is reused in Cape Town and solar power expands in Johannesburg. But the acute 

situation in South Africa causes activities and projects towards sustainable cities with focus on 

operationally, that things should work, and at the same time may not take other dimensions such as 

environment into consideration. Many boreholes are drilled in Cape Town to reach groundwater, which 

can lead to other environmental problems for the surrounding vegetation. In Johannesburg, the result is 

that almost all new buildings have diesel generators in standby. The question is how environmentally 

friendly diesel is. The solutions can neither be seen as efficient nor environmentally friendly but show 

that actors have different needs which leads to different definitions of sustainability and thus different 

implementation of activities and projects. 

The social dimension is also constantly recurring in the South African context. The actors believe that 

to ensure a sustainable city in South Africa that is socially sustainable and inclusive, improved 

infrastructure and expansion of affordable housing for all citizens is needed. Urbanization causes 

housing shortages and vulnerable groups suffer. Social housing is a must in order to avoid increasing 

social gaps and for a city to remain sustainable. Improved infrastructure such as public transport is 

required for citizens in vulnerable areas to access areas with economic opportunities. Good infrastructure 

is also considered to increase security when vulnerable groups become involved in society. The security 

issue is widespread in South Africa and affects the expansion of various precincts. In a sustainable city, 

residents should be able to feel safe. To avoid new areas being built as gated communities, monitoring 

systems are implemented which are included in the smart city concept. Good infrastructure is an 

important enabler for achieving sustainable cities. South Africa has a unique situation when it comes to 
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transport. The country has been affected by the Apartheid urban planning where segregated Townships 

were isolated from areas of economic opportunity. There is almost no functioning public transport. 

Transport consists largely of cars. It is a small part of the population that has great wealth and thus can 

afford a car. Good infrastructure such as public transport reduces social gaps. Public transport creates 

mobility and increases economic growth when areas with economic opportunities become available. 

Improving public transport to create inclusion is related to both the Swedish and South African contexts. 

In Sweden and Stockholm, sustainable projects aim to reduce climate change. Sustainable city projects 

follow Agenda 2030. There is also a focus on activities aimed at improving social health. In Sweden, it 

is primarily the public sector that initiates sustainable urban projects and in South Africa it is primarily 

the private sector. The actors in each context are similar, but the process of developing sustainable cities 

differs. As the focus in South Africa is operational, the focus in Sweden is to reduce the climate impact. 

But both contexts emphasize the social perspective and the importance of improving inclusion in society.  

The difference in the definition of a sustainable city between the actors is linked to awareness and 

participation. The market varies, but interest in futuristic green buildings is extensive in both contexts. 

A common denominator is that projects are based on well-being, availability and health. Collaboration 

is a common factor in enabling knowledge sharing and further developing sustainable cities. Figure 7 

below describes how collaboration creates value according to citizens' needs.  

 

Figure 7. Outline of collaboration structure 

In order to meet everyone's needs, cooperation between the actors is needed to create a common picture 

of what needs to be done. Today, there is conflict of interest and the activities differ between the actors 

along their different points of view. Both resource availability and resource allocation control the 

direction of activities and projects towards a sustainable city. The economic dimension acts as a 

framework when projects need to be financed. Resource availability projects are dependent on the 

environmental dimension framework. Climate change affects sustainable projects such as ensuring 

water supply. In order to meet everyone's needs, a common picture of a sustainable city is needed at 

international level between different countries, at the national level and all the way down to the local 

level where much of the sustainable work is done. Planning at both regional and national levels needs 

to be strengthened and include needs for both urban, suburban and rural areas. 
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Only then can activities and projects towards a sustainable city take place with positive effects in line 

with both the 11th SDG and the sustainability dimensions of economy, social and environment. The 

importance of developing policies with local-level needs is highlighted and is considered as a facilitator 

for sustainable urban projects.  

There is interest and awareness for Agenda 2030 and the 11th SDG in both contexts. A common view 

among actors is that the policy is the solution for creating a common definition of a sustainable city. But 

central to the sustainable development is that there is a lack of the operational dimension in national and 

international plans and the understanding of its aspects needs to be included. 

Distribution of knowledge creates increased understanding between the actors involved. It is also 

important that the government educates urban planners in the field of sustainable urban development. 

The social dimension with the human in focus is central. People live in the cities and therefore actors 

must include these people in the planning of sustainable cities. At the same time, the economy and the 

environment as a framework must be included to create sustainability for future generations. Figure 8 

presents described emerging opportunities in both contexts to succeed in the development of a 

sustainable city. 

 

Figure 8. Outline of some specific mentioned enablers 

When the definition differs between different actors according to their own interests and according to 

financing, the result is that everyone's needs are not considered. The social impact results in not everyone 

getting access to the sustainable city projects. Policies are required at national and international level 

with local support. In this way, conditions are created for collaboration, education for urban planners, 

sharing of knowledge, increased understanding of each other's needs, fair distribution of resources and 

creating inclusion. Also, operational aspects should be included to contribute to the resilience of a city. 

It is of great importance to reduce segregation, reduce the climate impact and create quality of life for 

all citizens. 
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6. Analysis  

The study addresses sustainable development of cities which today is a hot topic and widely discussed 

worldwide. One respondent mentioned that everyone is talking about it, but nobody really does it. The 

use in marketing and green future must result in concrete actions and involvement. It is relevant to 

discuss whether there is planning for action and the statement is correct, but it is clear that urbanization, 

climate change and actors' definition of a sustainable city affect urban planning. 

The work included exploring various concepts that are part of today's sustainable development of cities, 

such as sustainable cities and smart cities. Here in the analysis, the theoretical framework of the work is 

linked to the empirical data of the study to create new knowledge in the field of sustainable cities. Actor-

Network Theory (ANT) is debated as it does not explain why but how society or different phenomena 

look. So, it is seen by some rather as a method than a theory. The work has studied the relationship 

between the actors involved and their position linked to the concepts. A network of collected actors, 

both non-human and human are included in this study. Considering all combined actors in relation as a 

process along the possibility of common understanding and interest. The actors influence the symbiosis 

between technology and sociology. The social ground becomes more stable with non-human things 

(Turner, 2016). Collaboration for future actions and involvements can be initiated with increased 

motivation. The network structure symbolizes a united phenomenon with shared understanding and 

vision. Empirical data shows the importance of a common platform to growth and shared knowledge of 

various factors and insights. A platform for discussion among involved actors, in relation to each other. 

This could in turn lead to a circular process for continually improvement regarding the actor’s 

perspective. The new statements help analyses all possible outcomes to structure the optimal plan for 

sustainable city projects. Several respondents constantly separated the actor’s interest and association, 

either it was private or public constraints. The technology could be addressed as the actual concepts, 

documented regulations or policies. As ANT wants, the study shows that there is a clear relationship 

between technology and sociology. It has emerged in the study that sustainable development is a network 

of different actors that interact within the framework of urban planning. The relationship between 

different human actors in each context with regard to actions towards sustainable cities affects which 

technology is adopted. 

The study has followed steps that are necessary in ANT driven research. Important in a work that follows 

ANT driven research is to choose which actor the research should start from. When the choice is made, 

it also applies that the choice is based on the work's theme, goals and research questions to avoid being 

bias (Dankert, 2011). The starting point of the work is the actor sustainable city in the two contexts 

South Africa and Sweden. From the chosen actor, the research starts unravelling and explore this actor 

and non-human actors and human actors who relate to it. 
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After selecting the starting point, three requirements within the ANT must be addressed to get the whole 

picture. The first requirement was to collect data from actors leaving tracks, to overcome the actors' 

context and see ANT as a boundless and holistic approach. The human actors in the study consist of 

representatives from provinces, municipalities, precinct managers, property investors, developers, 

architects, consultants and non-profit organisations. Non-human actors who have emerged in the study 

and play a major role in the development of sustainable cities are different policies such as Agenda 2030, 

transportation, sustainable dimensions and the various concepts such as sustainable cities and smart 

cities. 

Secondly, the work has analysed the mentioned actors who leave traces in the same way, it’s another 

requirement in ANT driven research. Within ANT, the distinction between human and non-human actors 

is abandoned, and it is believed that non-human actors also have the ability to act (Sayes, 2014). 

The third and final requirement in ANT-driven research is emphasis on connections.  In the work it 

emerges that society needs non-human actors as policies in order to create a common picture of what is 

to be done and how long it has come in different action plans. It is clear in the study that depending on 

the context you are in different existing technologies are used along with understanding and interests 

that are shared between the actors in the network. 

Sustainable urban development includes sustainable construction and sustainable planning of housing, 

infrastructure, public places, transportation, recycling etc. It requires new technology and collaboration 

between several actors. Inclusive and innovative urban planning is needed to make the cities safe and 

sustainable for the future (UN, Sustainable Development, 2018). Concepts such as sustainable cities and 

smart cities include technical solutions that can be considered to solve the challenges of climate change 

and urbanization. But what exactly is included in the different concepts and how they are defined 

depends on who you are talking to and in what context you are in. The work has studied the context of 

South Africa and the context of Sweden. The following sections deepen in the findings of the study and 

are further linked to the theoretical frameworks of the work. 

6.1 Definitions of sustainable cities and smart cities 

The respondent’s definitions of the two concepts sustainable cities and smart cities variated depending 

context and each actor. Sustainable cities and smart cities related to the sustainable development model 

in many terms and associated with the Agenda 2030. The respondent’s definition to the concept of smart 

cities is more similar to each other. After the interview study the impression of sustainable cities were 

that the concept is so established that describing the components is hard. The study shows that defining 

complex concepts can be difficult, including the concept of climate change. The definition could be a 

well-established one but also related to another concept as in this case sustainable development. The 

problematization of unclear definition could be seen as a factor of different focus area and not a common 

ground for all the actors involved in the sustainable city projects. The study confirms translation theory 
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where the understanding of a concept that in this case is a sustainable city is slightly modified in the 

transfer from one actor to another. The translation theory is described as an uncertain process with 

possibilities of failed translation, which results in diverse understanding (Turner, 2016). In this case one 

can think that the different concepts are translated differently and change from actor to actor. The 

concepts sustainable cities and smart cities can be seen as entities in an actor-network and its meaning 

changes in a continuous process. The concepts sustainable city and smart city have been created through 

connections between both human actors and non-human actors in these actor networks. The translation 

model, which is the prevailing one within ANT, sees that the symbol (in this case the concepts) has no 

own power, but the energy comes from the actors using it. The symbol is transformed by allowing actors 

to change or let the symbol fall. In the last case, the symbol stops (Latour, 1998). It is thus the human 

actors within sustainable development that determine the importance of the tools / concepts in the 

construction of the cities of the future. Translation symbolize the continual process, for future steps 

towards expansion, this indicate that the translation is a process that becomes visible only with a result 

subsequently. A transformation takes place after the gap in between each step. In the South African 

cases based on some respondents’ answers from conducted interview study, described that the 

sustainable projects often aim at risk management for surviving or being resilient. Project of reducing 

water use because there is water shortage, project reducing electricity consumption with build reserve 

generators because it is electricity problems. It is difficult to determine what will happen in the future if 

sustainable activities are made to solve short-term challenges. How can factors that make change in a 

long-term perspective become common practice with a possibility to adapt. Solutions for sustainable 

development that could be applicable on the different context differences is needed. Guidelines that both 

could result in short-term but even more long-term goals or action plans for sustainable city projects 

needs to be developed. Agenda 2030 was mentioned by several respondents when they described their 

definition of a sustainable city unexpected to their role as actor. The non-human actor Agenda 2030 was 

well-known for many actors, but how to apply it in their context were still unidentified. A sustainable 

process of concrete activities taken from the UN global sustainable guidelines was mentioned. It 

included activities that the respondents describe could be parts of the overall vison for sustainable 

development and the importance is to follow the same direction. By collaborating and communicating 

with perspectives on users' needs in both the private and public sectors, it can successfully develop a 

solid unit that works towards common goals. 

Urbanization and climate change are taking place here and now and there is a consensus among several 

actors that long-term goals are needed. But it is difficult when there is a gap in translation of different 

sustainable concepts and a very broad picture of what should be done with many different interests. As 

an alternative of considerate translation as an operation performed in language, it can consequently be 

a complicated negotiation process. The individual interest and need often take a represented part of 

claiming the definitions meaning. Strategically the translation process has a political involvement and 
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conceptualization for attributing interesting factors or components (Wæraas & Agger Nielsen, 2016). 

The geometric meaning encompasses the mobilization of non-human and human resources in different 

directions, leading to a result that is a slow movement from one place to another. The semiotic meaning 

refers to the transformation of the meaning that emerges during the displacement of the object in 

question (Wæraas & Agger Nielsen, 2016). It is therefore important to understand this process, 

understand the interests of the different actors and in some way, create a negotiation of these interests 

to arrive at a common picture of what should be done and how the different concepts for sustainable 

development of cities should be seen, be shaped, and also, how to use them. In figure 9, the different 

actors' definitions from the study are linked to different dimensions and focus that emerged. 

Analysed definition Dimension 

Sustainable cities are those that can offer everyone equitable high-quality 

lifestyle and staying resilience for present and future climate risk… 
Social 

But main goal is environmental protection and quality of life and if we 

achieve that we can talk about Sustainable City or sustainable 

development… 

Environmental 

That cities are able to use everything efficiently and not going to waste… Operational 

My definition of a Sustainable City is that they can only be carbon 

negative cities… 
Environmental 

For me a Sustainable City is largely about social and economic inclusion. 

That’s the basic elements of sustainability… 

Social / 

Economic 

My definition in a South African context of Sustainable City is a city that 

is energy efficient, resource efficient in terms of planning, construction 

and operational stages, water efficient and manage waste efficiently… 

Operational 

I believe a definition of a Sustainable City needs incorporate 

environmental and social sustainability… 

Environmental / 

Social 
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Even in the background when planning a city, you need to look at the 

global goals and the economic, environmental and social dimensions of 

sustainability… 

Economic/ 

Environmental / Social 

There you have the action plan with everything that needs to be fulfilled. 

As I see it, there are no cities that are sustainable today… 
Vision 

A Sustainable City is a picture of the future or a target image. Something 

to work towards creating Sustainable cities, one direction… A Sustainable 

City I see as a vision or a utopia… 

Vision 

 

Figure 9. Analyse of definitions 

 

Figure 10. Model of sustainable city dimensions 

Figure 10 contains the various dimensions that are analysed by data that are linked to sustainable cities. 

The three dimensions, social, economic and environment are generally known in the concept of 

sustainable development. The concept is used within studied translated literature and within various 

organizations. The different dimensions vary in development and focus depending on the position of the 

actors and the context. The context reflects the preconditions for achieving a sustainable result of the 

various stages of urban planning. The context resembles figures showing rounds of the model's 

dimensions and turns around different resources, needs, basis, resilience, ecological footprint, social 

factors that exists. The context can be assisted integrated within the culture and national principles. 

Operational is a new dimension which emerged during the interview study mainly in the South African 

context and is part of the opportunity to work towards sustainable city projects. 
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6.2 The influence of the context on the definitions 

It differs noticeably which projects in relation to sustainable cities that are implemented in South Africa 

versus Sweden. As previously mentioned, the definition of the concept sustainable city is wide, and it 

depends on who you ask and in what context you are, and thus the goals of the activities towards 

sustainable cities also become different. This can be linked to the translation theory within the Actor 

Network Theory. Translation of different concepts to create sustainable cities is a complex process of 

negotiation where claims, different interests change and get ground (Wæraas & Agger Nielsen, 2016). 

Activities in South Africa thus focus on operational activities towards sustainable cities. The activities 

could according to the findings for example be actions improving energy, water and waste efficiency. It 

can also be about become more resource efficient in terms of planning, construction and operational 

phases. One focus is structural actions on recycling and reducing water usage, primarily in Cape Town. 

In Johannesburg the operational focus mainly would be the electricity, stabilize and improve the power 

grid. In Sweden and Stockholm as the interview study took place, the focus was on the social, the 

environment, infrastructure with goals within Agenda 2030. 

In the translation processes a first necessary step is problematisation. It is about when actors try to 

convince others that they have the right solutions and proposal of problem statements. For the actors 

involved to get a common picture of what is to be done and approach each other in their work to create 

the sustainable cities of the future, they need to decide what the problem is. The study shows that the 

common problematisation is urbanization and climate change. In South Africa, actors described the 

challenges of urbanization in both Cape Town and Johannesburg. Urbanization along with climate 

change was considered to affect the water shortage in Cape Town. In Johannesburg, where urbanization 

was also considered to affect demand for vital social functions such as electricity, good infrastructure, 

public transport, affordable housing, etc. Climate change was also considered to affect electricity and 

water availability in Johannesburg. It can suddenly turn into severe weather that affects the electricity 

grid and periods of drought that affect water supply. Also, in Sweden and Stockholm urbanization and 

climate change were described to affect the need for sustainable urban planning. Urbanization affects 

increased use of natural resources and social functions, which in turn affects climate change. 

But the solution is different between the involved actors. Actually, the solutions may not be so different, 

but rather they are the needs and interests that differ and the lack of cooperation. It is linked to the second 

step of the translation process, interessement, which refer to strengthening the links between the interests 

of different actors involved. The interests are different from who you talk to. Some intend to create 

sustainability socially with good infrastructure, good public transport, affordable housing etc. Others 

intend to create sustainability operationally, which aims to make things work. E.g. buildings must have 

backup generators that are put into operation in the event of a power failure. 
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Then there are those who want to create a sustainable environment where activities are aimed at reducing 

or completely stopping the negative impact on nature. An interest that is widely mentioned is economic 

sustainability. Everything that is done must be financed by someone. 

The link to the sustainability dimensions is emphasizing where everything is interconnected. The study 

has resulted as mentioned above in a fourth dimension, the operational, all things should work and also 

it is linked to the other three dimensions. Actors mention that the environment and the economy should 

act as a framework for activities towards sustainable cities where social should be central. The social 

should be central because it is for the people that the cities are built. Then, vital social functions must 

be operational but within economically and environmentally sustainable frameworks. 

There is a lot about knowledge sharing according to several respondents. If the relationship between the 

actors is strengthened, step three enrolment, which deals with actors' acceptance and their participation 

in their role in prioritizing a problematization, can lead to a common picture of the concepts towards 

sustainable development of the cities of the future and thus get faster results and fulfil the needs of the 

stakeholders.  The respondents in the study argue that it is of the utmost importance with cooperation 

between the involved actors to share knowledge and take advantage of interests at all levels of society, 

but also to create an understanding of climate change. The respondents argue that only when, even the 

lowest social classes and city planners in the daily work participate in the talks, there can be a joint work 

for a sustainable city that is inclusive and takes advantage of everyone's interests including the 

environment. 

Only when involved actors and stakeholders create an understanding of each other's interests can it lead 

to translation process fourth step, mobilization. It refers to the maintenance of the network by spokesmen 

acting according to their interests. Translation is then a process for creating homologies and 

convergences by relating things that were previously different (Wæraas & Agger Nielsen, 2016). It is a 

common view among the respondents in both contexts that only when the actors involved have a 

common picture of what needs to be done can activities and projects towards a sustainable city involving 

everyone's interests be mobilized. It is all about creating common sustainable goals for the development 

of the cities of the future, where everyone's needs are taken into account. Policies are required, which 

are rooted at the local level where users are involved in making decisions. At the same time, cooperation 

at both national and international levels is important in order to work out common and effective goals. 

New projects should follow Agenda 2030 and it is about reducing the climate impact. The common 

mentioned factors in both contexts are improving public health in the cities, better public transportation 

and affordable housing. In Johannesburg, lack of good infrastructure such as pavement and public 

transport. Transportation is today mainly represented by intensive traffic by cars in Johannesburg. It is 

according to some respondents a side effect of the historical Apartheid city planning. Lack of affordable 

housing for low-income citizens is generally a widespread social problem in South Africa. People in 



 

50 

 

marginalized areas are forced to stay far away from the city's areas with economic opportunities. At the 

same time, as mentioned earlier, there is a lack of good public transport. Even today, Apartheid's 

segregated urban planning with zoning could be distinguished. During Apartheid, some groups were 

forbidden to live in the affluent areas, those areas were reserved for the white minority of the population. 

Different groups were forced into so-called Townships, which were underdeveloped racially-segregated 

urban areas located far from work and economic opportunities. This can partly be linked to the 

dependency theory and to some extent even colonial theory with connection to the Apartheid systems 

urban planning. The dependency theory emerged from the perspective that developing countries are 

today structurally different from the developed countries and will therefore be growing in a different 

way. In the dependency theory, the limited national focus of modernization theory is rejected, and 

instead emphasizes the need to understand the complexity of imperialism and its role to develop 

postcolonial states (Halperin, 2018). The transportation issue and also other social issues such as 

affordable housing close to the city's economic opportunities should be applicable to developing 

countries. The concept of developing countries and Global South could both be discussed to its existents. 

It is important to framing the understanding of each country’s different context. Each country's historical 

path has resulted in today's urban structure. Today's structure symbolizes the position for future 

sustainable development. It results in a chain of unique translations depending on the content of the 

context. The content can here be seen as the different needs and interests that the different actors in the 

different contexts have, in this case South Africa and Sweden. As a result, the structure and activities in 

relation to sustainable cities differ in what specific context you act in. 

6.3 Enablers and constraints towards sustainable cities 

Stockholm City program is conclusive with its policy towards Agenda 2030 according to the respondents 

in the Swedish context. The program includes guidelines for factors on how to become a sustainable 

city. It is strongly linked to the development theory and critical perspective which contradicts neoliberal 

that calls for the dismantle of public ownership and the government regulation of economic activities. 

The critical perspective means instead that larger state role in urban development is needed. The 

conflicting perspectives create political debates on governance and growth, especially what is good 

governance in the global context of development (Halperin, 2018). A common view in the interview 

study provides support to the critical perspective in the development theory. Actors believe that policies 

are needed at the political level, they also believe that the target picture must be based on local level 

where actually most of the work towards sustainable cities takes place. In existing policies such as 

Agenda 2030, many of the targets are set at national and international level. In order for actors who 

work in sustainable urban development and who use different concepts such as sustainable cities and 

smart cities to take advantage of everyone's interests, it is important that users and stakeholders also 

participate at the local level. 
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The majority of respondents in the study mentioned that policies are needed. Actors need common action 

plans in order to work towards common goals and to follow up the work. It is frequently mentioned 

during the study that resources need to be distributed and that there is focus on the human being. It can 

also be linked to the development theory and the critical perspective. The critics helped to focus attention 

on the fact that there is a need to include human safety dimensions and social development in the concept 

of urban development. One result that is worth mentioning is the UN's development program which has 

conceptualized human development and thus includes people's ability to have access to the resources 

needed for a decent standard of living, acquire knowledge and live a long and healthy life (Halperin, 

2018). It is mentioned in the study that there is a great need for affordable housing for low-income 

people and well-functioning infrastructure for everyone so that everyone can benefit from economic 

opportunities in other parts of the city. The critical perspective has thus resulted in the widely known 

and very important Agenda 2030 and the UN SDGs for sustainable development, specific to this study 

the 11th SDG. The study confirms the content of the goal together with the study's problematization of 

urbanization. In order to create the cities of the future they need to be inclusive. The study shows that 

good infrastructure is a strong contributing factor to solving the problem. At the same time, it refers to 

the dependency theory, it is important when global goals are set to think about different contexts having 

different structures and perhaps need to be developed in a different way with foundation in their own 

culture. Here, as also mentioned earlier the work refers to South Africa's connection to after colonial 

theory and Apartheid's impact on urban planning. In South Africa, it is about the basis of dependency 

theory where rich countries in the West exploit their dominance over the marginalized poorer countries 

in the periphery. Wealth of the rich and established large companies from the West have increased at 

the expense of the poor. It is linked to the world system theory and can be seen as a remnant of 

imperialism and the Apartheid period. Respondents in the interview study mentioned that many do not 

have access to affordable housing, electricity, water and other important resources. It is extra prominent 

in the country's Townships, there are still major class differences in South Africa. It can also be strongly 

linked to the fact that the study has concluded that the dimension operational also is important. It is 

largely lacking and needs to be supplemented to the three existing sustainability dimensions, more 

specifically the environment, economy and social. The dependency theory is strongly linked to the 

findings of the study, where urban development perspectives from the West cannot simply be 

implemented in a post-colonial context. Implementation of concepts needs to be related to different 

structures and contexts. 

6.4 Social impact of activities towards sustainable cities 

When sustainable cities are formed, the focus is the human being, it is people who live in the cities and 

it should be a focus on people. In a sustainable city, everyone should take advantage of the benefits 

mean the respondents. Given the three sustainable dimensions, the focus should therefore be on social, 

the economy is always there, the respondents mentioned, because without money it is not possible to 
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invest in projects towards sustainable cities. Simply focusing on the social dimension and economic and 

environmental dimensions acts as frameworks. It can be linked to development theory that has been 

influenced by the concept of human development in at least two ways. First and foremost, it has been 

made clear that previous theories are deficient in view of the fact that they focused on entire societies or 

nations and who used macroeconomic factors to measure development and describe differences in 

developmental conditions. But these theories cannot predict whether material well-being and wealth are 

sufficiently distributed to create the conditions for human development (Halperin, 2018). A country can 

do well financially, but not everyone has access to the financial opportunities. It is important to create 

good conditions for everyone including low-income people and allocating resources fairly. Secondly, 

human development within the concept of development points out the importance of the state. The state 

is believed to have an important role in promoting and protecting human well-being and advocating the 

need for the socially oriented urban policy that neo-liberalism condemns. The perspective resumed the 

need for the state's greater role in development instead of the neoliberal conversation that wanted to 

phase out public ownership, regulation of economic activities and urban planning (Halperin, 2018). The 

respondents in the study also believe that it is important with policies at government level to change 

sustainable development in the right direction. But policies should be anchored at the local level, both 

because it is where work usually takes place and even where the understanding of the needs exists. Work 

on designing action plans according to many respondents should be bottom-up rather than top-down. 
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7. Concluding discussion 

The concluding discussion chapter contracts with the approach of the work process and analysis of the 

chosen methodology. In this discussion, the entire study is linked together with perspective of 

examination objects, method, results and samples logical outline. The purpose of the project was to look 

at processes and enablers that drives sustainable agenda. It was a comparative field study in Sweden and 

South Africa. The objective of the study was to present a research study with enablers for successful 

projects towards sustainable cities. The work has directly addressed the purpose and the objective of the 

study, by characterizing both the choices of respondents and their participation and thoughts on the topic 

sustainable cities. There was a link to previous research with variation of the area's definitions, but this 

study expanded insights such as the importance of the contexts' network of actors. An extensive 

discussion of the problem structure and study approach increased the understanding of the importance 

of knowledge sharing and understanding of each other's interests. Conclusions which is also further 

described in this chapter emerged when the collected data was processed in the steps of the ANT-driven 

research and the four steps of the translation process in the analysis part of the work. Analysis and results 

are raised to a general level. The study's three research questions are answered, and they are as follows: 

How do different actors’ definitions of the notion of a sustainable city impact the translation of 

sustainability initiatives into practice? What are enablers and constraints of organizational initiations 

and implementations of activities towards sustainable cities? Who benefits from the projects or activities 

towards sustainable cities? The chapter also addresses how the results stand in relation to comparable 

studies. The study's ethical aspects are considered, in terms of the purpose of the study underlines the 

result. Finally, the chapter summaries possibilities of continued research within the subject area and 

dependent on the studies outcome. 

The definitions of sustainable urban development and its associated concepts of sustainable city and 

smart city were treated contrarily by different actors, which created an important provision in the 

initiated study phase. The starting point in the ANT method process was the non-human actor sustainable 

city. Within the studied contexts of South Africa and Sweden the human actors and non-human actors 

who left traces in the network were identified and studied. The variation of the definitions of the starting 

point became an early outcome in the early hypothesis of the study. Opportunities to succeed with 

activities and projects towards a sustainable city were developed during the process. Involved actors in 

the development of sustainable cities provided insight into the two studied contexts. It was of great 

importance that the study had an extensive angle about the process towards the development of future 

sustainable cities with varying actors participating. The actors become an increased imperative factor 

along the process with different insights. The model of sustainable development includes the social, 

economic, and environmental dimensions with the study's newly discovered dimension operational 

which forms depending on the actors’ reflective opinions about its design. The operational dimension 

emerged after the interview study where the actors mentioned that many activities are about being 
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resilient and that things should work regardless of circumstances. It originated mainly in the context of 

South Africa and the operational dimension should be supplemented with the three other sustainability 

dimensions. The model of sustainable city dimensions took different formations depending on the role 

of the interviewed actor and the respondent's personal understandings related to sustainable and smart 

urban planning. 

It turned out early in the study that it varied between contexts and insights were created by knowledge 

sharing and a broad applicable approach. The contexts varied not only in terms of structure as Global 

South and Global North but generally in behaviour of the actors. Use and access of resources 

characterized opportunities and conditions, but also management and innovative approach. The context 

does not only affect the potentials for smart and sustainable solutions, but also the way to utilize the 

resources as efficiently as possible in order to generate the greatest benefit. The context creates limitation 

but also innovation, by forcing actors to using new methods adapted to the area. 

Awareness of usage and consumption behaviour was considered to create an inclusive social 

development with acceptance to sustainable development and organisation. Management strived to 

contribute through activities for a greater social benefit for all citizens. While actors adopted an approach 

and directly linked social issues to limited resources, it resulted in greater understanding and 

participation. To mention an example, water usage in Cape Town had drastically decreased as a result 

of the Government's calls for and knowledge sharing regarding the acute conditions. Simply explained, 

understanding and knowledge of the problem changed the behaviour of the inhabitants. The study shows 

that in whatever context, resource use is a risk area and should be addressed at an early stage in the 

development of activities and projects towards a sustainable city. The issue of resource usage should 

contribute to a global understanding of effectiveness and continually improvements for a sustainable 

development regardless of context. It can be linked to previous research on the subject of reason for 

sustainable city planning. Global sustainability and socio-economic development are often in conflict 

due to trade-offs between a higher standard of living and a growing world population. Management of 

the effects of consumption and production in the global environment is vital. There is a need for a 

common vision and knowledge sharing between the actors involved in combating climate change and 

urbanization. Common goals are needed for efficiency improvement and resource management. 

This study clearly shows that actors within sustainable cities, projects and activities need to create a 

common image and negotiate with interests and at the same time share knowledge in the area, so that 

they can address the changing environment such as climate change and urbanization. It is of great 

importance with new methods and opportunities to manage global urbanization and climate change 

regardless of whether it concerns the Global North or the Global South. It is important regardless of 

country, the knowledge sharing should exist at all levels of society, at national level and international 

levels in order to create a common platform for sustainable development. Based on the existing 
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conditions sustainable development should be grounded and continued focus on the three dimensions of 

sustainable development to balance inclusion. The operational dimension should also be included to 

address the needs of all stakeholders. Knowledge and education are a widely known tool for 

development and participation. Participation and the increased interest of the citizens of Cape Town 

became so tangible as the improvements are associated to a direct need. Knowledge sharing is regarded 

as an effective method, where both interest and understanding are created, but also where tried and 

innovative ideas are shared between the actors to constantly develop activities and projects for 

sustainable urban development in various forms. 

"Education is the most powerful weapon with which you can change the world" quoted Nelson 

Mandela. 

To summarize the study's results, it is consistently in the various contexts that translation of the concept 

of sustainable city is translated between the actors involved according to their personal interests. This 

means that the actors' interests form the basis for how activities and projects towards sustainable urban 

development are formed. There is a lack of anchoring at the local level and thus lack focus of the users' 

needs. 

The discussed concepts of a sustainable city and a smart city create a lot of emotions among the 

respondents in the study and its definitions are influenced by strong personal opinions. The definitions 

are also influenced by the network frameworks of the contexts. Depending on the network's shared 

interests, the needs are shaped by the actors. The overall study is important to further discuss and analyse 

in order to deeper understand the relationship between actors in a context and how stakeholder needs 

can be best utilized. It is a complex issue how the problem formulation of global urbanization and global 

climate change should best be managed to create the sustainable cities of the future. Definitions of 

sustainability varies. A guide to knowing how to succeed with goals for regional sustainable 

development is missing and that is worrying. This study confirms the concern and respondents believe 

that sustainable initiatives need to be anchored and tailored for local priorities. A large part of projects 

and activities towards sustainable cities takes place at local level and therefore they should be shaped 

according to local needs. The study creates a common picture of reality and findings include the need 

for full cooperation and trust between stakeholders, participating governments and countries to 

strengthen the link between ecological well-being, the socio-economic issue and focus on local 

communities and their quality of life. At the same time, communities need to be interested and willing 

to participate. There is a need for a common dynamic vision between involved actors to succeed with 

the SDGs for sustainable development, in this case the 11th SDG. Different contexts can then become 

both resilient to urbanization and at the same time reduce climate change and thus cities in the contexts 

can be considered sustainable. 
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Urbanization and climate change affect urban planning and, to solve the problems, sustainable 

development of the cities of the future is needed. Non-human actors like UN Agenda 2030 and SDGs, 

emphasizes innovation and technology as the solution. But what is enablers of sustainable activities and 

smart activities to ensure sustainable urban planning differs between actors within the field. 

It appears from the study that there is a focus on the human being because there are people living in the 

cities. Therefore, there should be focus on the human being and the social where economy and 

environment act as frameworks. It should also be added a sustainability dimension more specifically 

operational. Development goals for cities of the future should be created to fit in different contexts where 

there is also a lack of basic needs such as water and electricity. There should be a negotiation between 

the involved actors and their interests to create a common target picture of a sustainable city. There, 

action plans can be created to act as supported pillars and at the same time facilitate to follow up the 

work. Respondents in the study believe that policies at international and national level are important. 

But the goals should be locally anchored as much of the work takes place on a local level and there is 

also the understanding of the needs. When new areas are built, the surrounding environment should also 

be considered. It is about both social impact and environmental impact, such as access in the form of 

infrastructure and the impact on groundwater. 

Sustainable projects in South Africa have a strong focus on operational, that things should work. It's 

about managing water scarcity and electricity problems. Sweden has a strong focus on reducing climate 

impact with support such as Agenda 2030. In the Swedish context, there is a strong environmental focus 

in related concepts. The activities and projects towards achieving sustainable cities are influenced by 

the actors' definitions of the concepts and how they have been translated into the context. In both 

countries the actors involved mentioned the importance of good infrastructure for everyone, inclusion 

and affordable housing. 

To mention areas where the countries can benefit from each other Sweden could help South Africa 

introduce additional renewable energy. Today the electricity in South Africa largely comes from coal 

and diesel. Sweden could also help South Africa in its complex work to introduce functioning public 

transport. Today, South Africa's people travel most by car. South Africa could in turn help Sweden with 

its expertise in the field of saving resources due to lack. There could be different techniques for reducing 

water use, reusing water and building energy efficient houses. 

When the work progresses towards a sustainable urban development, there should be a focus on long-

term goals, a bottom up thinking rather than top down to include everyone and meet their needs. 

Different concepts such as smart cities play a big role with technology and innovation which helps to 

make energy use, water use and waste management more efficient. Smart systems can monitor 

management and streamline flows. But the concepts should be manageable tools rather than buzzwords 

and created in collaboration between actors. Activities towards sustainable cities should be designed in 
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an inclusive way so that everyone can take part and be a part of a future where the climate impact is 

reduced. Today, not everyone can afford to live in new, modern, sustainable, energy-efficient areas or 

buy environmentally friendly electric cars. The infrastructure should be designed so that everyone can 

travel to and from areas with economic opportunities. Cooperation between relevant actors and 

knowledge sharing in the area of sustainable cities is a good start. 

7.1 Method discussion 

The study has resulted in a solid data collection with a wide angle of sustainable urban development. 

The interview plan has been created on relation to the study’s purpose and addressed issues. The 

increased understanding of the specified topic based on a relative study in two varied contexts, South 

Africa and Sweden. A comparative study process can be challenged in terms of extensiveness and 

resource practise. The possibility has been characterized by several decisive steps in order to 

continuously achieve the desired result. The overall interest in the topic and the study’s results have 

been leading motives for participation in both countries. The collection of data was based on insight and 

knowledge in the subject area but also accessibility, which proved to be of the utmost importance for 

creating a balanced relationship between the two contexts in focus. The curiosity and interest for the 

interview study contributed to an increased data collected, which in turn pushed the time frame and the 

practise of resources in the study process. The working scope of the study was constantly monitored in 

line with the existing project planning to keep the projects framework. Balance around the comparative 

parts of the study was affected by the strict limited timeframe of the field study in South Africa. The 

possibility of discontinuing and generating additional data was partial, as result the quantity of 

respondents in the interview study could advantageously exceed the intended number to ensure a 

desirable result from the field study. The limited timeframe included the perspective of securing granted 

data collection. The sample size was exceeded with additional respondents, among the added 

respondents the number of interviews in Sweden was not comparable with the amount in South Africa. 

The resulting conclusion in turn may partly be unbalanced from the different context. To secured and 

promote less angled as the interview plan followed the gathering structure and the respondents' expertise 

was compared to each context. The study outline includes a broad problem formulation to capture the 

overall understanding and subject perspective. The introduction partly narrows to later introduce further 

delimitations for capturing of the study objective and purpose. The initial delimitations have been 

closely appointed during the work process but always fallen back on the study’s objectives and purpose. 

The literature study contains an assortment of varied material, all linked to the subject area from relevant 

sources. Concepts were early presented to create a solid foundation platform and knowledge sharing for 

the study. Communication is an important factor to handle in all kinds of projects. Whether it concerns 

communication between different actors such as respondents, project participants and supervisors. 

Communication even has an important role in timing the framework to reflect and represent collected 

outcomes from both contexts.  
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The chosen communication channels were established in an early stage to characterize a smooth 

handling and information sharing. The study process did include many different actors and 

communication could be seen as a key for ensuring a result. Chosen respondents where scheduled, 

contacted and closely structured to secure the limited timeframe for interviews. 

The theoretical definitions of the varied relevant concepts were a leading formulation in the study report, 

and directly linked to the established theoretical framework. The theoretical framework was developed 

in symbioses with the literature study and developed research questions to verify the outcome of the 

analysis. 

7.2 Ethical discussion 

Ethical aspects of the phenomenon were identified at an early stage of the work process with a direct 

link to the SDGs for sustainable development, 11th SDG - Sustainable cities and communities, with the 

sub-goal that the cities should be inclusive. Does the SDG´s applies in symbiose or in contradiction of 

each other, without complimenting in practice. The result of the operational and economic sustainable 

dimension that in most cases impacts can guide innovative projects towards sustainable cities. Are all 

sustainable urban projects aimed at all the city's residents or do they contribute to larger social gaps as 

segregation. If the sustainable urban projects with for example green parks with persistence of well-

being are available for everyone, the prices of the housing are supportable for the housing market. 

Sustainable for everyone, if a city creates gated communities is it sustainable then? How many of the 

citizens can afford housing in a new sustainable precinct, in either studied context. The SDG´s 

connecting to sustainable city project towards no poverty, clean water and sanitation, affordable and 

clean energy, etc. Importance of collaboration and communication among the different actors imbedded 

in the sustainable development.  

7.3 Future research 

Further research could explore how a sustainable city should be defined to be inclusive and include the 

needs of all stakeholders. It is also of great importance to research how conditions can be created for 

common policies around the world with further cooperation and knowledge sharing between the actors 

involved. Research could also further explore more enablers for implementing activities and projects 

towards a sustainable city. The study has also raised the question of whether supplementary sustainable 

dimensions are needed for sustainable development of the cities of the future, such as operational, for 

things to work. Further research could investigate the need of additional sustainable dimensions. With 

advantage, successful sustainable city projects could also be examined. The question is what makes 

these projects successful. Further research can also investigate more deeply who can take part in 

sustainable projects today and how we can all work preventively to, for example reduce the class 

differences that arise in the widespread urbanization around the world. 
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9. Appendix A: Interview plan 

Interview plan 

The interview is based on finding enablers to succeed with activities towards sustainable cities. The 

Urban Age is taking place and within the next decade each person is expected to either be born in a city 

or move to a city. Movements of people to cities results in an increasing need for sustainable 

development to meet the international urbanization both in the Global North and Global South. The 

study intends to take place in Johannesburg and Cape Town in South Africa and in Stockholm in 

Sweden.  

We are two project engineers who belong to WSP Management's office in Stockholm, Sweden. 

Currently we are at located the WSP office in Bryanston, Johannesburg, South Africa. The study is a 

part of our master's thesis which intend to interview involved actors in projects and activities towards 

sustainable cities/ precincts. The respondents should have previous experience and participation in 

activities towards sustainable cities/ precincts. The interview time per respondent is approximately 1 

hour.   

The study intends to gain insight into various parts of sustainable city development, such as 

organizational structure, initiation and implementation, infrastructure, city planning and social impact. 

The study is a comparative study between Sweden and South Africa. We wish to identify opportunities 

for Sweden and South Africa to obtain benefit from each other. 

Respondent's rights 

• The respondent has the right to choose the time and place for the interview. 

• The respondent has the right to discontinue the interview at any time. 

• The respondent has the right to remain anonymous. 

• The report will be published publicly, and a link can be sent to the respondent upon request. 

• The interview will not be accessible to parties outside the study. 

• The interview will be recorded, transcribed and stored on encrypted external hard drive. 

Interview Questions 

Part 1: Organisational structure of management activities towards sustainable cities in South Africa 

• What is your definition of sustainable cities? 

• Which projects or activities towards sustainable cities/ precincts are you involved in? When 

we mention sustainable cities further in the interview plan it includes activities and precincts. 

o Which projects towards sustainable cities are you familiar with? 

o What is your position in the project/ activities? 

• Are you familiar with the smart cities concept? 
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o What is your understanding of a smart city? 

o Do you believe the term sustainable city is interchangeable with the term smart city? 

• In your project towards sustainable cities, who are the main actors? 

• We would like to understand the process of the projects towards sustainable cities you are/ or 

have been involved in. 

o Can you briefly describe the process map? 

o Who initiates the projects? 

o Who invests in the projects? 

o Who owns the projects? 

▪ Public sector, private sector or other? 

o Who leads the projects? 

Part 2: Organizational initiations and implementation of activities towards sustainable cities 

• What are enablers of activities towards sustainable cities? 

• What are constraints of activities towards sustainable cities? 

• What are the benefits or value prospect of a sustainable city? 

Part 3: Infrastructure and city planning 

• How can city planning improve sustainable cities? 

• How can infrastructure improve sustainable cities? 

• What are the possible constraints with infrastructure in consideration of activities towards 

sustainable cities? 

• What are the possible constraints with city planning in consideration of activities towards 

sustainable cities? 

Part 4: Social impact of activities towards sustainable cities 

• Who benefits from the projects or activities towards sustainable cities? 

Final Part 

If you have any questions about either the study or the interview plan do not hesitate to contact us. 

Thank you for your time! 


