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Abstract:  

Collaboration is increasingly seen as an important aspect for sustainable development and sustainability, both 

within academia as well as among practitioners. The very nature of many sustainability issues requires collaboration 

and in the Swedish context collaboration on a county level is deemed necessary for the achievement of Agenda 2030 

and the Sustainable Development Goals. The divide between urban and rural is likewise an important topic for 

achieving sustainability, where neither exist in isolation but are rather dependent on each other. Ensuring that 

Sweden has a thriving countryside, where people want to live and work is therefore paramount for sustainable 

development. With this backdrop this thesis takes a closer look at Uppsala county, with the aim of gaining a better 

understanding of public actors’ ability to collaborate for sustainable rural development in Uppsala county. The thesis 

was designed through co-design with Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd utveckling, a LEADER-office located in Uppsala 

county, and implements a qualitative inductive research approach and a flexible research design. Through semi-

structured interviews with officials from different public authorities, the thesis establishes what can be considered 

as challenges and opportunities for sustainable rural development as well as what may hinder or enable the actors’ 

ability to collaborate on these issues. The research show that differences such as organization size and resources can 

influence the collaborative process among public actors. The interview results also underline the different challenges 

the participants are faced with and how this may either inhibit their ability to collaborate or enhance their need to do 

so. Focusing on rural development, the thesis also discusses how the relationship between city and countryside is 

found to impact not only what challenges or opportunities the actors identifies, but also their ability to collaborate 

on sustainability issues. It concludes that the countryside is an important arena for sustainable development, and that 

collaboration among public actors on the county level is imperative for achieving sustainable rural development in 

a county like Uppsala.  
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Sammanfattning: Begreppet samverkan förekommer allt mer, både bland forskare och aktörer, när man talar om 

hållbar utveckling och hållbarhet. Själva karaktären hos många hållbarhetsfrågor kräver samarbete och i det svenska 

sammanhanget anses samverkan på regionalnivå vara nödvändigt för att uppnå Agenda 2030 och de globala målen 

för hållbar utveckling. Skillnaden mellan stad och landsbygd är också ett viktigt område för att uppnå hållbarhet. 

Både stad och landsbygd är beroende av varandra och deras respektive förutsättningar bör tas i beaktan när man 

diskuterar lösningar för en hållbar framtid. Att säkerställa att Sverige har en levande landsbygd, där människor vill 

bo och arbeta anses därför vara av största vikt för att säkerställa en hållbar utveckling inte bara av Sveriges 

landsbygder, utan för hela landet. Med denna bakgrund tar denna uppsats en närmare titt på Uppsala län, i syfte att 

få en bättre förståelse för offentliga aktörers förmåga att samverka när det gäller hållbar landsbygdsutveckling. 

Studien är utformad genom samdesign med Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd utveckling och tillämparen kvalitativ induktiv 

forskningsmetod med en flexibel forskningsdesign. Genom semistrukturerade intervjuer med tjänstemän från olika 

offentliga myndigheter, fastställer föreliggande studie vad som kan betraktas som utmaningar och möjligheter för 

hållbar landsbygdsutveckling samt vad som kan hindra eller möjliggöra för aktörerna att samverkan i dessa frågor. 

Studien visar att skillnader som organisationsstorlek och tillgång till resurser, både i form av finansiella medel likväl 

som personal och arbetstid, kan påverka samarbetsprocessen mellan aktörerna. Resultaten från intervjuerna 

understryker också de olika utmaningarna som deltagarna står inför och hur dessa antingen kan hämma deras 

förmåga att samarbeta eller öka deras behov av samverkan. Med fokus på landsbygdsutveckling diskuterar uppsatsen 

förhållandet mellan stad och landsbygd och hur det påverkar inte bara vilka utmaningar eller möjligheter aktörerna 

ser, utan också deras förmåga att samarbeta kring hållbarhetsfrågor. I uppsatsen dras slutsatsen att landsbygden är 

en viktig arena för hållbarhetsfrågor, och att samverkan mellan offentliga aktörer på regionalnivå är nödvändigt för 

att uppnå en hållbar landsbygdsutveckling i ett län som Uppsala. Regional samhällsplanering föreslås också som en 

potentiell väg framåt för aktörerna i studien. Därtill förs en diskussion kring vilken roll Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd 

utveckling bör ta i det fortsatta arbetet mot hållbar landsbygdsutveckling.  
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1. Introduction 
In today’s era of the Anthropocene we live in a very interconnected world. Not solely in terms of the human 

system, whereby actions made in one part of the globe can have sever repercussions somewhere else, but 

also in terms of the connections between humans and earth’s natural systems (Folke et al. 2016). The 

interconnections between humans and the biosphere are increasingly complex, as both sides are shaped by 

and dependent upon each other (Rockström et al. 2009; Biggs et al. 2015; Folke et al. 2016). This 

interdependence, along with the emerging climate and environmental crisis, calls for stronger collaboration, 

both across disciplines within the academic field, as well as among actors who are working toward 

sustainable development and resilience in practice (Biggs et al. 2015; Bodin 2017). A wide range of previous 

research state that sustainable development calls for collaboration among societal actors at multiple levels 

(Andersson et al. 2013; Bodin 2017; Gustafsson et al. 2018). Especially since a lot of today’s sustainability 

challenges, such as water management or biodiversity conservation efforts, do not stop at national or 

regional borders, but are rather extended over large geographical areas and jurisdictional boundaries (Kark 

et al. 2015). Furthermore, within the literature on sustainability science, effective collaboration is 

increasingly being referred to as a solution for creating a sustainable future on the planet (Hallgren & Ljung 

2005). It is believed to have benefits both on a local and a global scale. However, collaboration in and of 

itself does not always provide successful outcomes and are in some cases found to rather waste participant’s 

time (Bodin 2017). More research is therefore needed in order to determine “when and how collaboration 

is effective” (ibid, p. 1) at addressing complex sustainability problems.  

 

Another important aspect, not solely within sustainability sciences but also in the policy arena, is the divide 

between urban and rural (Westholm & Waldenström 2008; Rönnblom 2014). Over the last few decades the 

interest in urban development has increased drastically (Svedin & Liljenström 2018). As a major part of the 

world’s population is predicted to become urban citizen by 2050 (United Nations 2018) it is understandable 

that a lot of attention is given to issues concerning sustainable cities (Wangel 2015; Hela Sverige ska leva 

2018a). However, what does these trends entail for rural areas? Cities depend on rural areas in order to live 

and thrive, this is where the majority of food production takes place, as well as the production of other 

resources necessary for modern living (Markensten et al. 2013). Rural areas also contain many important 

natural and cultural values. Maintaining a thriving countryside is thus necessary, not solely to ensure a 

sustainable production and consumption of resources, but also to protect these values for future generations 

(Markensten et al. 2013). Sustainable rural development is thus an important topic to study (Lindberg 2017).  

 

Keeping the above mentioned in mind, Uppsala county is deemed an interesting case for gaining a deeper 

understanding of how public actors collaborate in terms of sustainable rural development. It contains a city 

centre, Uppsala city, which is the fourth largest city in Sweden (Statistikmyndigheten SCB 2020a), but it is 

also a county with a large rural area (Källström et al. 2016). Its proximity to Stockholm and the greater Lake 

Mälaren region, which is considered one of Europe’s most expansive regions and home to approximately 

one third of the Swedish population (Svedin & Liljenström 2018), distinguishes the region from other rural 

areas in Sweden. Contributing to making it an interesting case for studying sustainable rural development. 

 

In the Swedish context, so called LEADER-offices constitutes important actors for sustainable rural 

development. Such offices are funded by the EU, through the Landsbygdsprogrammet, which in turn is 

largely carried out by local organisations, the LEADER-offices, also referred to as  Lokalt Ledd Utveckling, 

meaning locally initiated development (Hela Sverige ska leva 2018a). One of these LEADER-offices in 

Uppsala county, namely Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd utveckling1, approached me in the months leading up 

to this thesis, asking if I wanted to write my thesis in cooperation with them. The organisation expressed a 

desire to gain a better understanding of what sustainability challenges other actors had identified in the 

county and how other public actors work toward the sustainable development of the countryside in Uppsala 

county. A fundamental aspect of Upplandsbygd’s working method is to collaborate with other actors, both 

public and private ones. They were therefore interested in investigating how collaborations with other public 

actors in Uppsala County could be strengthened.  

 

 

 
1 From now on referred to simply as ‘Upplandsbygd’. 
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1.1. Research Aim 

This thesis focuses on development of rural areas, which is the mandate of Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd 

utveckling, who are the non-academic partners’ and co-designers of this study. The research aims to 

investigate how public actors in Uppsala County can collaborate on issues connected to sustainable rural 

development. The intention is to establish a better understanding of the different actors’ views and 

perspectives on sustainable development and collaboration, as well as what they identify as potential 

challenges and opportunities currently. The thesis further aims to provide Upplandsbygd with an idea of 

what role they may play in regard to these issues moving forward, as well as a better knowledge of how to 

collaborate more effectively with other public actors in Uppsala county. In this regard the thesis contributes 

mostly to practical applications, rather than theoretical developments. 

 

1.1.1. Research Questions 

1. What does public actors identify as challenges and opportunities for sustainable rural development 

in Uppsala County? 

2. How do they perceive collaboration with other public actors in Uppsala County, and what do they 

experience as hindering or enabling factors, as well as needs and conditions for such collaboration 

to work?   

 

1.2. Thesis Outline 

The thesis is divided up into 7 chapters. Chapter 1 (Introduction) presents the topic under study, establishes 

the aim of the research and states the research questions. Chapter 2 (Theoretical background) connects the 

topic to the research field by clarifying what previous research has found, with regard to the issue under 

investigation. Chapter 3 (Methods) describes the methods that have been used to carry out the research 

process. Chapter 4 (Case study area) gives an understanding of the area under study as well as provides the 

reader with some background information about the actors that have participated in the study. Chapter 5 

(Results) provides a review of the results from the interviews, as well as act as a preliminary analysis of the 

data. Chapter 6 (Discussion) analyses the results further, by connecting them to previous research and 

discussing its implications for the case under study. Chapter 7 (Conclusion) provides an answer to the 

research questions as well as highlights possible topics of interest for future research.  
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2. Theoretical background 
This chapter addresses the theoretical background of the topic. It starts by defining and explaining the 

concepts of sustainable development and resilience, before turning the attention to previous research 

concerning collaboration, especially within the field of sustainability and social-ecological systems. Lastly, 

the section discusses the theme of rural sustainable development, including among other things the 

relationship between urban and rural.  

 

2.1. Sustainable Development 

Sustainable development is a multifaceted word, embraced by a wide range of actors who have “put their 

own interpretation on” it (Giddings et al. 2002, p. 187). The term has a long history and is laden with several 

connotations. Its roots can be traced to the forestry sector of the 18th and 19th century, through the 

establishment of national parks, and later influenced by the modern environmental movement of the 1960s 

and 70s (Dresner 2002; Caradonna 2014). However, it has also been coupled with ideas concerning 

economic growth, where development is seen as the equivalent of increased production and prosperity 

(Giddings et al. 2002; Hopwood et al. 2005; Raworth 2017). That being said, the most common definition 

of sustainable development stems from the Brundtland Commission, stating that sustainable development 

entails meeting “the needs of present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 

needs” (WCED 1987, p. 16). Today the concept is commonly understood to encompass three dimensions, 

where the environment is the base, within which the society and the economy are nested (Giddings et al. 

2002; Folke et al. 2016). The terms sustainable development and sustainability often accommodate each 

other, however the former can be understood as a process, toward the latter which is the end goal (Andersson 

et al. 2013). 

 

This understanding of the concepts can be seen as part of the foundation upon which the current 

sustainability agenda, Agenda 2030, and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted by the 

member states of the UN, has been built (United Nations 2020a). The Agenda is based on the three 

dimensions of sustainability and takes an integrated view on the matter. It indicates the direction for 

sustainable development moving forward, while highlighting the need for collaboration and a cross-

sectional approach in order to be achieved (Regeringskansliet 2016; Gustafsson et al. 2018; Sellberg & Hård 

af Segerstad 2020). Since being adopted, the SDGs have become more or less a road map for many countries 

on how to work with these complex social-ecological challenges’ humanity is facing, the Swedish 

government being no exception. Their ambition is for Sweden to be a leading country in the implementation 

of Agenda 2030, requiring the nation to transforms into a more sustainable welfare society 

(Regeringskansliet 2018). The achievement of the SDGs is not only dependent on international cooperation, 

but also on efforts being made on the local and regional level, thus underlining the necessity of 

“collaboration among municipalities and other actors and stakeholders at local, regional and national level” 

(Andersson et al. 2013, p. 1211; Gustafsson et al. 2018; Regeringskansliet 2018; Sellberg & Hård af 

Segerstad 2020). Furthermore, since the SDGs require an integrated approach, it is necessary for 

organisations, such as municipalities and county councils, to move beyond traditional silos and engage in a 

more unified approach (Gustafsson et al. 2018). 

 

Resilience thinking is another conceptual framework within the field of sustainability science, which can 

aid in our understanding of how to approach the complex challenges of the Anthropocene (Walker & Salt 

2006; Brand & Jax 2007; Folke et al. 2016). Highlighting the severe impact human activities have had on 

many of earth’s natural systems (Gunderson & Holling, 2002, Rockström et al. 2009, Folke et al. 2011), 

resilience presents an approach “whereby humans and nature are studied as an integrated whole, not as 

separated parts” (Folke et al. 2016, p. 9). It recognises that humans and nature constitute a complex adaptive 

social-ecological system, that present an emergent and non-linear behaviour and hold the capacity to 

withstand stresses and shocks (Biggs et al., 2015; Folke, 2006; Gunderson and Holling, 2002; Lélé 1998). 

In other words, social-ecological systems have the ability to “absorb disturbance and still retain its basic 

function and structure” (Walker & Salt 2006, p. 1), while also being able to recover and adapt to changes 

and thus renew, re-organise and develop as a system (Folke 2006). A deeper discussion of resilience and 

resilience thinking falls outside of the scope of this thesis. That being said, its understanding of systems 

thinking and its holistic view of sustainability is deemed important, as it provides a better understanding of 

why collaboration may be necessary for sustainable development. In order to reach sustainability, a 
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transformation of our society and how we view our relationship with nature is necessary (Giddings et al. 

2002; Sellberg & Hård af Segerstad 2020). We need to operate within the safe space of the planetary 

boundaries, while also ensuring the social foundations necessary for humanity to thrive (Rockström et al. 

2009; Raworth 2017). A resilience perspective may therefore be useful, since it offers a holistic perspective 

and acknowledges the changing nature of the world we live in, while recognising the interconnectedness of 

the environmental, social and economic challenges we are faced with (Sellberg & Hård af Segerstad 2020). 

We cannot solve one problem by creating another, and the interconnectedness of our globalised world 

presents us with governance challenges (Folke et al. 2011) and forces us to move beyond well-known silos, 

toward an interdisciplinary understanding, where local and regional strategies are placed within the bigger 

context of global sustainable development and sustainability (Sellberg & Hård af Segerstad 2020).  

 

2.2. Sustainable Rural Development 

What is considered as urban or rural differ from country to country (Leeuwen 2010). When talking about 

rural areas in Sweden it is important to highlight that the characteristics of these areas varies greatly, both 

in terms of job opportunities and level of population growth or decline (Markensten et al. 2013). In the case 

of Sweden, a common distinction is made between what is referred to as ‘glesbygd’ and ‘landsbygd’, where 

both terms hold a few different definitions (Tynelius et al. 2008). With that in mind, this thesis will adhere 

to the definition of rural areas as defined by Landsbygdsprogrammet, which is the national programme 

responsible for the implementation of EU’s rural development politic in Sweden. Here a rural area refers to 

the entire county, except for urban settlements with more than 20 000 inhabitants (ibid). According to this 

definition, 25 percent of Sweden’s population where considered to live on the countryside 2018 (Hela 

Sverige ska leva 2018b). The terms ‘rural area’ and ‘countryside’ will henceforth be used interchangeably 

in reference to such areas, and the city of Uppsala will thus be outside the scope of this study, while rural 

areas within Uppsala municipality will be taken into consideration.  

 

Urbanisation, whereby people and industries move from the rural areas to the cities, has been the trend in 

Sweden since the early days of the industrial era. As the cities have grown so has their normative and 

political influence. The urban is today seen as a place of production, consumption and living, while the rural 

areas are perceived as something altogether different (Westholm & Waldenström 2008; Bergman & Dyrssen 

2016). This urban hegemony exists in many countries, some even claim that it is apparent within Agenda 

2030 and the SDGs as the language used in the formulation of the goals indicate the superiority of urban 

norms (Nylander 2015). In the case of Sweden, researchers have acknowledged the presence of this urban-

rural divide both in the media and in the field of policy (Stenbacka 2011; Rönnblom 2014). There is a power 

dimension to the relationship between the urban and the rural, where neither exist in isolation, but is rather 

created in relation to one another, as each other’s counterparts. Here the urban is associated with terms such 

as ‘modernity’ and portrayed as something positive and progressive, contrasted by the rural which is 

perceived as backward striving and outdated (Stenbacka 2011; Rönnblom 2014; Bergman & Dyrssen 2016). 

A notion of power imbalance is also found in the allocation of resources, where urban citizens are privileged 

and frequently receive a larger portion of society’s common resources compared to residents on the 

countryside (Rönnblom 2014). These resources, especially agricultural goods but also raw material and 

energy, mostly come from the rural areas (Markensten et al. 2013). However, urban areas offer important 

market services and job opportunities, as well as specialized services, necessary for rural citizens too 

(Dunmade 2014). Thus, the two entities are dependent on each other and what each has to offer. Moreover, 

evidence suggest that cities and rural areas are becoming more alike, at least in a social and economic sense, 

as more and more people are dividing their time between urban and rural settings and as everyday 

movement, migration and media increasingly entwine city and countryside (Westholm & Waldenström 

2008).  

 

Long distances and sparsity are components that distinguish the countryside in Sweden, which may be 

considered both as obstacles and as opportunities. It makes access to services such as infrastructure, 

healthcare or commercial life harder for many residents, but it also contributes to higher cost for society to 

provide said services in rural areas with a smaller population base (Westholm & Waldenström 2008). This 
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strengthens the imbalances among urban and rural areas, which according to Nordregio2 emphasises the 

importance of and need for rural development in the Nordic countries (Lindberg 2017). Keeping that in 

mind, developments in some parts of Sweden indicate a change in this relationship. First of all, technological 

advancements can change the structure of life on the countryside, hence bridge some of the issues typically 

associated with life on the countryside (Westholm & Waldenström 2008). Secondly, rural areas in coastal 

areas or close to big city regions, are experiencing population growth as more young people move into these 

areas (ibid). They bring with them valuable renewal of commercial life and a better population base for the 

provision of services. These trends differ from the national average, as many rural areas in other parts of the 

country are experiencing the opposite development (ibid). However, these trends also pose a set of 

challenges to the notion of local community as a new ‘commuter-based population’ can in some cases affect 

the fabric of local society. Since people dividing their time both socially and spatially between two different 

places, through residing on the countryside but largely letting both their social and working life remain in 

the cities (Westholm & Waldenström 2008).   

 

The different parts of sustainability, the ecological, economic and social aspects of the concept, are all 

prominent within the context of rural development (Westholm & Waldenström 2008). With regard to the 

physical environment, sustainability challenges become apparent when development values, such as 

production targets or business initiatives concerning natural resources, are faced with issues concerning the 

care of ecosystems or environmental issues (ibid). Economic aspects of sustainable rural development 

involves challenges such as low incomes and the changing landscape of the traditional agricultural sector 

(Kitchen & Marsden 2009). While also considering the role of agriculture moving forward, as well as new 

demands on rural areas to provide alternatives to our fossil fuel based economy (Kitchen & Marsden 2009; 

Koopmans et al. 2018). In terms of the social dimension of sustainability, equality, participation, health and 

trusting relationships are identified as important factors for sustainable rural development (Caselunghe et 

al. 2019). In this regard the term concerns issues such as population base, small local labour markets, 

accessibility and habitat (ibid). In the Swedish context, the work to achieve the SDGs is connected to the 

national environmental goals established by the Swedish parliament in 1999 (Naturvårdsverket 2019a). A  

few of the targets, such as A rich agricultural landscape, Living forests, or No eutrophication3, concern the 

countryside especially and the vitality of rural areas is deemed necessary for the achievement of these goals, 

as well as Agenda 2030 and the SDGs (Westholm & Waldenström 2008; Markensten et al. 2013; 

Regeringskansliet 2018; Naturvårdsverket 2019b; Sveriges miljömål 2020). The rural politic of the Swedish 

government aspires to take important steps toward sustainable growth, a circular and fossil free economy 

and a sustainable use of natural resources, while ensuring the attractiveness of the Swedish countryside 

(Regeringskansliet 2018). 

 

For the purpose of this thesis the concept sustainable rural development has been defined in accordance with 

the Swedish government’s strategy for sustainable rural development (Riksdagsförvaltningen 2004), but 

with slight modifications. Sustainable rural development thus entails an ecological, economic and socially 

sustainable development of rural areas, which respects the integrated relationship between humans and 

nature.  

 

2.3. Collaboration 

Presently, in the 21st century, the term ‘collaboration’ enjoys a rather prominent position within our society, 

not least within the field of sustainability science (Hallgren & Ljung 2005; Koontz & Thomas 2006). The 

need for collaboration in terms of current sustainability challenges, such as water management, natural 

resource management, or biodiversity conservation efforts, have received increased attention in the 

literature (Kark et al. 2015; Margerum & Robinson 2015). Collaborative approaches to governance and 

policy making are growing in popularity, explaining why collaboration is increasingly portrayed as modus 

operandi for many environmental issues today (Nohrstedt & Bodin 2014; Bodin 2017; Koontz 2019). 

Collaboration among actors from different societal levels is likewise put forward as a necessity for the 

achievement of Agenda 2030 and the SDGs (Andersson et al. 2013; Gustafsson et al. 2018).  

 
2 Nordregio is a Nordic and European research centre, established by the Nordic Council of Ministers. It focuses 

mainly on issues concerning regional development and planning (Nilsson 2020).   
3 Author’s translation. 
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Collaboration can take many forms, depending on who the actors involved are, what scale they represent 

(local, regional, international etc.), the spatial location, and the topic on which they collaborate (Kark et al. 

2015). Within the literature on collaboration the term usually entails the involvement of a range of different 

stakeholders, aspiring to reach consensus regarding the problems faced, or the goals to be obtained, and on 

the best course of action (Margerum 2008). Interdependence, meaning that one does not have the means nor 

the control to carry out an action or attaining a certain goal by oneself and thus being dependent on others 

for its achievement, is also mentioned as a underlying reason as to why actors collaborate (Elston et al. 

2018). The term collaboration appears in many different academic fields, “as a way to solve complex 

societal problems” (Bodin & Nohrstedt 2016). This thesis will not dive deeply into the realm of any one 

field, but will mainly draw from collaborative governance (Ansell & Gash 2008; Emerson et al. 2012) and 

collaborative environmental governance (Bodin 2017), as the literature within these fields are believed to 

aid in the understanding of what may affect public actors’ ability to collaborate. Collaborative governance 

provides an alternative to traditional forms of government and brings “multiple stakeholders together in 

common forums […] to engage in consensus-oriented decision making” (Ansell & Gash 2008, p. 543), 

making it more suitable for addressing problems of a complex and cross-sectoral kind (Bodin & Nohrstedt 

2016). Ansell and Gash further describe collaboration as a non-linear process, consisting of a “cycle between 

communication, trust, commitment, understanding and outcomes” (Ansell & Gash 2008, p. 558). Building 

on that understanding, Emerson et al. define collaborative governance as “the process and structures of 

public policy decision making and management that engage people constructively across the boundaries of 

public agencies, levels of government, and/or the public, private and civic spheres in order to carry out a 

public purpose that could not otherwise be accomplished” (Emerson et al. 2012 p. 2). 

 

According to Hallgren and Ljung (2005), collaboration between actors is about learning, making decisions 

and acting together. They moreover claim that collaboration is one of the solutions for realising the 

transformation into a more sustainable society that many desire today. Maintaining a system perspective, 

encouraging collective learning and a genuine commitment, are found to be important factors for 

collaboration to function beneficially (Gustafsson et al. 2018). Participation is another important aspect, 

since a high degree of participation has benefits both from a democratic point of view, as well as in terms 

of knowledge sharing, rootedness and efficiency (Hallgren & Ljung 2005). By collaborating, understandings 

from various knowledge systems can be better integrated and thus new knowledge generated through the 

interaction among those involved (Bodin 2017). That being said, developing and maintaining partnerships 

is complex and requires both time and investment in terms of resources (Margerum & Robinson 2015). In 

an effort to overcome such challenges, the literature concerning Network Governance suggests different 

forms of network management (Provan & Kenis 2007). Network Administrative Organisations is 

highlighted as one example, whereby an external organisation act as an administrative entity and takes on 

the task of “coordinating and sustaining the network” (ibid. p.236). Such organisations facilitate 

participation since they take on some of the administrative burden associated with collaboration, while 

allowing the participants to engage with more strategic issues (Provan & Kenis 2007). Bridging 

organisations, defined as “organisations that link diverse actors or groups through some form of strategic 

bridging process” (Crona & Parker 2012 p. 3), may also facilitate participation and collaboration. Such 

organisations are increasingly recognised as important actors for adaptive environmental governance, where 

collaborative governance processes are encouraged and interaction among actors from different knowledge 

fields is highlighted as a way to facilitate learning and problem solving (Crona & Parker 2012). Moreover, 

when considering participation, Biggs et al. (2015) state that if not done properly, participation may actually 

decrease the resilience of social-ecological systems. Factors such as the institutional and social environment 

of a participatory process, the process itself as well as the participants, are found to influence what effect 

participation may have on the resilience of ecosystem services (ibid). To function well participation needs 

to engage the right stakeholders, with the right level of agency in terms of governance or understanding of 

the issue at hand (Biggs et al. 2015). Furthermore, if actors cannot participate on an equal footing, due to 

for example lack of resources, capacity, or status, it may enhance the power of some participants, at the 

expense of others (Ansell & Gash 2008; Biggs et al. 2015). Thereby creating power asymmetries (Ansell & 

Gash 2008; Bodin 2017), which can increase inequalities and create distrust among those involved (Ansell 

& Gash 2008). Actors may likewise have different interests when collaborating, based on self-interests or 

organisational goals, which can lead to conflict over what should be prioritised, or cause collaborative 

barriers (Nohrstedt & Bodin 2014; Bodin 2017; Gustafsson et al. 2018). Thus, reducing actors’ ability to 
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collaborate. Another risk that can pose a challenge for collaboration, is “consultation fatigue” (Biggs et al. 

2015, p. 214), which may surface if actors are expected to partake in “too many participatory schemes” 

(ibid, p. 214). This can also be the case for collaborative governance, where the sheer amount of such 

governance approaches have proven costly, both in terms of time and resources spent on networking, leaving 

actors uncertain as to the purpose of collaboration (Bodin 2017). In this regard, previous research show that 

more networking among actors does not necessarily lead to improved performance in terms of, for example, 

natural disaster preparedness (Nohrstedt & Bodin 2014; Bodin 2017). 

 

In other words, collaboration presents both opportunities and challenges for actors. Benefits include 

improved legitimacy in governance processes, “the creation of social capital and trust” (Hileman & Bodin 

2019, p. 139) through social learning, which can abet relationship building and even instigate behavioural 

change (Bodin 2017; Hileman & Bodin 2019). However, it can likewise undermine governance systems by 

increasing complexity by creating more “interconnected policy systems” (Hileman & Bodin 2019, p. 139). 

It can likewise create confusion and uncertainty among actors regarding the reasons for, or the aim of, 

collaborative processes when so many different approaches are on offer (Bodin 2017). New collaborative 

initiatives toward the implementation of Agenda 2030 and the SDGs must thus be coordinated and attuned 

to already existing sustainability strategies, or it poses the risk of undermining the collaborative process 

(Gustafsson et al. 2018). Specific contextual conditions should therefore be taken into consideration if 

collaboration is to reach desired outcomes (Ansell & Gash 2008). Margerum and Robinson furthermore 

found in their research, on partnership for water management, that the political nature of partnerships on the 

policy level made them especially vulnerable to leadership turnover and political trends (2015), which is 

another aspect to keep in mind when considering public actors ability to collaborate.   

 

As previously mentioned, when it comes to Agenda 2030 and the SDGs, collaboration among stakeholders 

on a local and regional level, such as municipalities and county councils, are found to be of particular 

importance (Andersson et al. 2013; Gustafsson et al. 2018; Regeringskansliet 2018). It is important to 

highlight that the internal characteristics of local governments, such as political dynamics, population 

characteristics  or governance capacity, together with geographical aspects of its locality, can effect “the 

nature of collaboration undertaken by a local government” (Gerber & Loh 2015, p. 273). Previous research 

has moreover found that the internal structure of municipalities are not always made to accommodate 

complex social-ecological issues that span over multiple administrative boundaries and sectors (Mancilla 

García et al. 2019). This calls for both internal and external collaboration with other actors, both vertically 

across administrative levels through for example greater collaboration with state and regional authorities, 

as well as horizontally with other actors on the local level (ibid). Vertical collaboration refers to 

collaboration between different levels of government (Gerber & Loh 2015), such as between county 

authorities and municipalities on the local level. While horizontal collaboration can be understood in 

accordance with the definition used by Carr et al. as “joint activities involving two or more governmental 

units at the same level of government” (Carr et al. 2009, p. 208). Both horizontal and vertical collaboration 

can occur internally - within respective organisation – as well as externally – toward other organisations 

and actors. It is important to highlight that individual municipalities can partake in multiple collaborative 

initiatives simultaneously, both horizontally and vertically, spanning from local to county or even national 

scale (Gerber & Loh 2015).  

 

This thesis takes a broad view on collaboration, based partly on collaborative governance, and focus on 

attributes that can affect official actor’s ability to collaborate on issues concerning sustainability. The 

definition of collaboration in this thesis is thus based on a combination of previous research, especially the 

work of Bodin (2017), Emerson et al. (2012), as well as Ansell and Gash (2008). The term should thus be 

understood as when two or more actors engage in a cyclical process of communication and knowledge 

sharing, as well as sharing tangible and immaterial resources in order to achieve something neither one 

could have achieved on their own.  
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3. Methods 
This chapter starts by clarifying the research design of the thesis. It continues by addressing how the data 

was collected, through semi-structured interviews with key officials and through reviews of official 

documents. It also clarifies the process involved in identifying and selecting the actors under study, as well 

as how the data from the interviews were transcribed and coded. Limitations of the study are likewise 

addressed.  

 

3.1. Research Approach and Design 

The thesis adhered to the qualitative research tradition, as it was deemed most fitting with regard to the 

research questions and the exploratory nature of the study. It was partly inspired by grounded theory 

(Charmaz 2006; Wagenaar 2011) and implemented an empirically driven inductive research approach. 

However, in accordance with Wagenaar’s (2011) and Charmaz’s (2006) view on grounded theory, 

preliminary understandings of the topic were acknowledged and guided my understanding of the data I 

collected during the interviews. A flexible research design was selected and used, which allowed for an 

organic process whereby details were permitted to change throughout the research process as new 

perspectives emerged (Robson 2011). Following this tradition, the focus of the research, as well as the 

research questions, have been allowed to change throughout the course of the research. According to 

Wagenaar the research process is a continuous spiral, whereby the practical collection of data influences 

ones theoretical understanding of the topic, thus impacting how one set about further investigating the topic, 

both through field work and reading (2011). Inspired by this perspective on research, it was decided that the 

collection and analysis of data would commence early on in the research process and be conducted in parallel 

with the other parts of the thesis, such as theory development. Doing so was believed to benefit both 

creativity as well as ensure that the thesis focused on aspects that the actors under study identified as 

important.  

 

In line with transdisciplinary research (Lang et al. 2012), Upplandsbygd, in their role as non-academic 

partner of the research project, were given the opportunity to provide input with regard to the choice of 

participants, the focus of the research questions and the format of the interview questions. They were 

likewise involved, and provided valuable feedback, throughout the research period. In other words, 

Upplandsbygd have acted as co-designers of this thesis. Co-design here should be understood as how Moser 

defines it, as “that first phase of the knowledge co-production process, in which researchers and non-

academic partners jointly develop a research project and define research questions that meet their collective 

interests and needs” (2016, pp. 107–108). Moreover, as mentioned by Moser, co-design can have a ripple 

effect on real-world processes. In this case the expectation was that by co-designing the research, it would 

contribute not solely to Upplandsbygds’ work, but potentially also have a spill-over effect on other public 

actors with whom they want to collaborate. Moser furthermore state that this kind of research, where 

academics and practitioners cooperate in the design of the research project, produces a better result, 

especially when the research “aims to be problem-oriented and solution-focused” (Moser 2016, p. 107), 

which was another reason for implementing co-design.  

 

3.2. Actors included in the study 

As mentioned, Upplandsbygd acted as a co-designer in this study, the selection of actors to include in the 

thesis was thus made in cooperation with them. An initial step was to look at some of the actors that the 

organisation already collaborated with in different forums, thereafter, expand the selection to include actors 

that Upplandsbygd considered important to collaborate with in the future. A few selection criteria were 

introduced in this process, namely, the actors had to be located within Uppsala county and be considered as 

influential public actors within the field under study. They furthermore had to work with both sustainable 

and rural development in one form or other, as well as show an interest in collaborative measures. The latter 

was achieved by comparing Upplandsbygd’s suggestions of actors to include with a list found on Uppsala 

County Administrative Board’s website over actors that have undertaken so called ‘sustainability pledges’, 

whereby said actors declare a voluntary pledge to initiate changes within their organisations or businesses, 

and thus contribute to the achievement of the national environmental goals and the SDGs (Länsstyrelsen 

Uppsala Län 2019). All actors included in this thesis were found to have made such pledges, which signalled 
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to me that they shared an interest for sustainable development and collaboration, and thus satisfied the 

criteria mentioned above.  

 

Through this process the following actors were selected: Uppsala County Administrative Board, Uppsala 

County Council, Uppsala municipality, Heby municipality, Östhammar municipality and Tierp 

municipality. Upplandsbygd themselves were also interviewed and are thus considered as one of the actors 

under study.  

 

3.3. Data collection  

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews with key official, complimented by a review of 

official documents from the different actors when deemed necessary. I used the review of official documents 

to check statements or cross-reference information from the interviews when needed. The documents were 

collected from the organisations’ websites and included for example the current regional development 

strategy by Uppsala County Council (Region Uppsala 2017a) or Upplandsbygd’s local strategy 

(Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd utveckling 2019). In this regard the two different methods served as means of 

triangulation, in order to ensure higher validity of the research. Documents and information from the 

different organisations’ websites were also collected and reviewed in order to establish the case study area 

for the thesis. Information regarding Uppsala county in general was thereto collected from Statistics 

Sweden’s website (Statistikmyndigheten SCB 2020b) as well as other Swedish organisations such as the 

Federation of Swedish Farmers (LRF 2019). Information was likewise gathered from a few different EU 

websites, in order to gain a deeper understanding of the LEADER-method and other aspects necessary for 

understanding how Upplandsbygd work with rural development. 

 

3.3.1.  Semi-structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews formed the main method for data collection. According to Charmaz (2006) 

interviewing should be understood as a directed dialog that “permits an in-depth exploration of a particular 

topic or experience” (ibid: 25). It involves a high degree of flexibility; therefore, the interviewer cannot base 

the interview fully on a pre-determined set of questions, but rather need to stay open for new issues or ideas 

that may emerge as the interview unfolds. That being said, an interview guide was still used (Robson, 

2011:276-301) (Appendix A), consisting of open-ended questions, which encouraged the interviewee to 

give more elaborate answers and partly form their own interpretation of the topic. Follow-up questions, 

asking for clarifications or examples, were used when deemed necessary, in order to gain a deeper insight 

into interesting statements or particular issues. In this regard, the interview guide was only loosely followed 

and served more as a checklist to ensure that all relevant topics were addressed during the interview. The 

decision to use this approach was motivated by a desire on my behalf to let the focus of the study emerge 

through the interaction with the participants, rather than having everything set in stone at the start. Moreover, 

it created “the conditions for surprise” (Wagenaar 2011, p. 494) whereby I, as a researcher, through the 

interviews, were taken in directions I could not have predicted.  

 

In total, 7 organisations, amounting to 10 people, partook in the interview study. 8 interviews were 

conducted, each taking between 1 to 1.5 hours and preformed face-to-face with one or two representatives 

from each administrative authority, organisation or municipality. One exception was made, as due to the 

Covid-19 pandemic one interview had to be performed via Skype. To foster a comfortable climate, the 

interviews were structured so that initial questions referred to collective practices, while the latter part of 

the interview concerned more personal aspects, asking for the individual’s perception or experience 

regarding the topic. Both Charmaz (2006) and Wagenaar (2011) are proponents of this approach, and 

underline that interviews are about more than simply asking questions. I therefore aspired to form working 

relationships with the interviewees, while remaining intent on ensuring that the material from the interviews 

achieved a certain level of quality. Furthermore, as advocated by Wagenaar (2011), I tried to assist the 

participants in developing said material throughout the interview by asking follow-up questions when 

necessary.  

 

All interviews were recorded and later transcribed. Certain quotes were selected and translated to English, 

to be used within the final thesis. The respondents were then given the opportunity to comment on the 
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chosen citations or in some cases, when so was requested, on the transcription as a whole. Throughout this 

process, memo writing (Charmaz 2006) was used as a preliminary analysis of the data and helped to make 

sense of the material. As the collection of the material was performed in tandem with the data analysis, the 

memos from the early interviews also served as an initial guide and framework for the interviews to come, 

thus aided in the rephrasing of interview questions when needed.   

 

3.4. Coding and Data analysis 

Inspired by grounded theory (Charmaz 2006; Wagenaar 2011) the data collected during the interviews were 

coded into categories. This was done first through an initial phase, followed by a second phase of focused 

coding where the codes that had appeared most frequently in the initial coding were used to organize and 

synthesize larger quantities of data (Charmaz 2006). Atlas.ti, a qualitative data analysis software (Friese 

2012), was used to assist throughout the coding process. A lot of different codes emerged through the initial 

round of coding. These were subsequently categorised into seven overarching categories related to the 

research questions. The first three categories, related to the first research question, were; Challenges for 

Sustainable Rural Development, Opportunities for Sustainable Rural Development, and Change. The last 

category (Change) emerged as a result of the first few rounds of coding. It was evident that some of the data 

could be perceived as both challenges and opportunities, yet also indicating a change in structural patterns 

of the countryside, thus indicating a changing future for sustainable rural development as well. Four 

categories were identified that focused more on collaboration, thus concerning the second research; 

Hindrance, Enablers, Needs and Conditions. These different categories then served as the foundation for 

the next phase of coding, the focused coding, whereby 30 codes were identified and sorted into the seven 

categories mentioned previously (see Appendix B for a list of codes with appurtenant definitions).  

 

3.5. Limitations  

A few limitations associated with the choice of method should be highlighted. It is important to remember 

that interviews are always negotiated and contextual, they should therefore not be seen as a representation 

of reality or truth, but rather understood as a snapshot of a specific contextual encounter (Charmaz 2006; 

Robson 2011). Furthermore, potential biases or preconceptions on my behalf may very well have influenced 

my approach to the subject and thus how I conducted the research. In an effort to minimize the potential 

impact of such biases on the interviews, the interview questions were formalized in cooperation with 

Upplandsbygd as well as my supervisor. Thus, potential nuances or biases that were unapparent to me could 

be redressed. Furthermore, I viewed the interviewees as experts within their own field and hence approached 

the interviews with humility, interested in understanding their perceptions rather than evaluating their work. 

Moreover, efforts were made to remain sensitive toward my role as a researcher throughout the process, 

while striving toward establishing a trusting relationship with each respondent (Wagenaar 2011). Another 

potential limitation associated with the interviews was that some were made in tandem, with two 

representatives from one organisation. Potential power or relational dynamics between the interviewees in 

these cases can thus have influenced the responses I received. The fact that one interview was conducted 

via skype could possibly also inhibit the result, since the interaction between informant and researcher may 

have been impinged by the digital format of our interaction.   

 

Choosing a flexible and inductive research design presents the researcher with a few challenges (Robson 

2011) and it put quite a high demand on me as a researcher. It was not fully apparent from the onset of the 

research process where it would lead me, and I had to remain flexible and open to change throughout the 

process. This could at times be quite time consuming and it may have inhibited my ability to investigate 

certain perspectives as deeply as I would have liked. However, it also made the research process more 

interesting and produced a result that remained close to the real-world problem under study. Likewise, the 

decision to do this type of interviewing limited the number of interviews I was able to perform, since the 

interviewing together with the qualitative analysis of the data took a lot of time. I therefore had to prioritise 

quality over quantity. Additionally, the decision to implement co-design presented certain challenges, 

among others, communication and time-management, as it inevitably is more time consuming to design 

research projects jointly. Power dynamics may also prove challenging and can inhibit the process (Moser 

2016). However in this case the existing relationship and trust between Upplandsbygd and I, enabled co-

design to work well and is believed to have benefitted the overall result of the study.  
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Lastly, it should be mentioned that the findings from this research must be understood within the specific 

context that is Uppsala county. The countryside of Uppsala county is not representable for all rural areas in 

Sweden, therefore suggestions proposed in this study should not be assumed as beneficial for other counties 

faced with different challenges and opportunities. Furthermore, in light of my decision to conduct a case 

study with co-design, I decided to focus on context specific findings of interest for the practitioners under 

study, rather than what may have been of interest for academia in general. This could be deemed as a 

limitation. However, it could also be understood in accordance to what Balvanera et al.(2017) calls place-

based social-ecological research, which underlines the importance of studying the dynamics of a social-

ecological system at the local scale in a particular place, since it can enhance our understanding of 

sustainability on a global scale as well. This type of research can be considered a bottom-up driven research, 

where knowledge is co-produced among the local stakeholders involved (ibid). Arguably supporting my 

decision of designing my research in this way, since I was interested in gaining a better understanding of a 

particular place, Uppsala county, and what could be considered as relevant for the actors involved in the 

study.  
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4. Case study area 
The following chapter will describe the area under study, Uppsala county. It will start by outlining some 

information about the county and clarify why it is an area of interest for studying the topic of sustainable 

rural development. Thereafter a short description of EU’s approach to rural development will be given, as 

it is necessary for understanding Upplandsbygd’s role for sustainable rural development in Uppsala county. 

Attention will then be turned to the different organisations included in the study.  

 

4.1. Uppsala county 

Uppsala county (Fig.1) is part of the greater Lake Mälaren region, which extends to include other counties 

as well as Sockholm, the capital of Sweden. It is among the fastest growing regions in Europe and is 

recognised both currently and historically as the centre for many governmental functions and known as a 

network node both for trade and academia (Region Uppsala 2017a; Svedin & Liljenström 2018; Uppsala 

kommun 2020a). Uppsala county has experienced a population growth of 28 percent since the year 2000 

and claims to be growing with over one percent each year (Region Uppsala 2017a; Persson 2019). Trends 

indicate the popularity of the county, both for companies and individuals to live and work in, and the county 

currently enjoy the lowest unemployment rates in the country. Its geographical location enables cooperation 

with other regions and the close proximity to Arlanda Airport allows for both international and national 

mobility and exchange (Region Uppsala 2017a). The county consists of eight municipalities which 

encompasses both densely populated urban areas, as well as a large countryside where both agriculture and 

forestry activities are common (Källström et al. 2016; Region Uppsala 2017a; Svedin & Liljenström 2018). 

The municipalities differ both geographically and demographically and are therefore faced with their own 

specific opportunities and challenges.   

 

 

 
Fig. 1. Map of Uppsala County, as well as a map over Sweden, indicating the location of Uppsala County 

(Regionfakta 2020a). 

 

This context makes Uppsala county an especially interesting case for studying sustainable rural 

development. The proximity to the large cities and all they have to offer, the historical significance of the 

region, as well as current development trends of population growth and investment in innovation and 

academia, makes for an interesting case to examine issues associated with sustainability. The rate and extent 

of the expansion of Uppsala city during the coming years (Uppsala kommun 2020a), together with the 

increasing demand for housing and services as more people move to the region poses challenges for a region 

that claims to be committed to meeting important environmental and climate targets within the near future 

(Region Uppsala 2017a). The governance actors of the region are thus confronted with the challenge of 

balancing the need of city dwellers with the needs of those living on the countryside, while ensuring the 

achievement of Agenda 2030, the SDGs and sustainability overall. This raises questions regarding 
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efficiency, both in terms of resources and time, which is where collaboration may have an increasingly 

important role to play. Based on who Upplandsbygd consider important to collaborate with, the subsequent 

organisations, municipalities and public authorities have been decided to constitute the focus of this thesis.  

 

4.1.1. The role of the EU in Rural Development 

Since Sweden joined the EU, the various branches of national rural policy have increasingly been 

interwoven with EU structural policy (Westholm & Waldenström 2008). This has led to the development 

of territorial strategies for rural development, whereby a region or area’s specific characteristics, issues and 

possibilities, are considered the starting point for the creation of development strategies. Cross-sectorial 

networks and collaboration are thus advocated for, as they are anticipated to instigate development, learning 

and synergies (Westholm & Waldenström 2008). 

 

Within the EU, rural development is carried out via a few different policies and programmes. The one of 

importance here is the Rural Development Programme (RDP) which is implemented by all member states 

and tailored to meet their specific challenges and competences (European Commission 2020). The European 

Commission monitors and approves RDPs, while national or regional authorities are responsible for the 

“decisions regarding the selection of projects and the granting of payments” (ibid). The Swedish Board of 

Agriculture is the authority responsible for the implementation of the RDP in Sweden. They have divided 

the programme into three national programmes, Landsbygdsprogrammet being one of them, through which 

funding and support can be provided for initiatives and projects concerning the environment, sustainability 

and innovation (Jordbruksverket 2020). The RPDs function over a seven-year period, the current one being 

2014-2020, and are executed through the LEADER-method, which has been used as a development method 

for rural development within the EU since the 1990s. The method aspires to “engage local actors in the 

design and delivery of strategies, decision-making and resource allocation for the development of their rural 

areas” (European Network for Rural Development 2017). It is furthermore based on a few fundamental 

pillars that promote a grassroot- and long-term perspective, enables transferability of knowledge and 

encourages networking and collaboration between actors working toward a common goal. All this while 

working through a three-partnership model whereby official, private and non-profit actors cooperate on 

projects that promote rural development (Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd utveckling 2020a). These initiatives 

are implemented by so-called Local Action Groups (LAGs) that make up the board of organisations such as 

Upplandsbygd. Currently there are 2600 LAGs within the EU, that covers 54 percent of the EU’s rural 

population (European Network for Rural Development 2017).  The RDPs receives funding through four 

different EU funds (ibid; Jordbruksverket, 2019) and in the case of Sweden, these funds are then channelled 

partly via the Swedish Board of Agriculture, the municipalities that make up the local LEADER area, and 

the County Administrative Board (Jordbruksverket 2019; Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd utveckling 2020a). 

Within each specific LEADER area, a local strategy is established in collaboration with local actors and 

form the foundation for that specific area’s focus during the time period. LAG is responsible for ensuring 

that the strategy is followed and achieved with best possible result (Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd utveckling 

2020b).  

 

4.1.2.  Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd utveckling 

Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd utveckling is a non-profit organisation, working with local rural development in 

four municipalities in Uppsala and Stockholm county – namely Uppsala, Knivsta, Sigtuna and Östhammar 

municipality (Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd utveckling 2020b). They work in accordance with the EU 

LEADER-method, as mentioned and described above. It should be clarified that for the purpose of this 

thesis, Upplandsbygd are considered to constitute an official actor since they receive funding from the EU, 

channelled via the Swedish Board of Agriculture, as well as from the local municipalities within their area. 

In the case of Upplandsbygd, their LAG consists of 15 board members, a mix of public actors such as 

municipal representatives, non-profit actors from local or regional associations, and private actors from 

local businesses. Together they evaluate project applications and decide on project support for local 

development initiatives, made by actors in the local area, who have applied for funding from the 

organisation. The projects need to meet a few requirements, as well as contribute toward the achievement 

of the goals set in Upplandsbygd’s local strategy, in order to be granted funding. In addition to LAG there 
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is a secretariat4, located in Storvreta, with five full-time employees who assist in carrying out the decisions 

made by the board (Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd utveckling 2020b) and aid local actors in the application 

process to receive funding or develop their ideas further.  

 

The current local strategy for Upplandsbygd implements an approach based on sustainability, considering 

both the environmental, social and economic dimension of the concept (Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd 

utveckling 2019). In this process the organisation has established what they call the “sustainability spider”, 

which integrates the SDGs and serves as the basis for how the organisation evaluate project applications 

and decide what projects to support (ibid). Upplandsbygd has moreover, during the last year worked toward 

implementing a resilience perspective in the organisation, to ensure that all projects they provide funding to 

aspire to enhance the sustainable development of the area (Sellberg & Hård af Segerstad 2020). The 

organisation proclaim that collaboration and interaction with other actors in their geographical area is a 

prerequisite for achieving this goal (Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd utveckling 2019), which can be understood 

as their motivation behind exploring the preconditions for this further, in the format of this thesis.   

 

4.1.3.  Uppsala County Administrative Board 

The County Administrative Board of Uppsala County is the state authority that act as the link between the 

government and central authorities on the one hand, and municipalities and local citizens on the other. The 

administrative board are supposed to conduct their work with a state-wide perspective, coordinating public 

interests and the state authorities efforts, while monitoring and informing the government about the needs 

of the county (Länsstyrelsen Uppsala Län 2020a). Within their mandate comes a responsibility to coordinate 

efforts regarding a wide variety of public interests, ranging from issues regarding gender equality, 

integration and food control, all the way to environmental concerns, regional development and sustainable 

community planning (Länsstyrelsen Uppsala Län 2020a). In other words, the board works toward ensuring 

the sustainable development of the county (Länsstyrelsen Uppsala Län 2020b) and since the County 

Administrative Board is a state authority, they work based on directives given by the government. One such 

directive is to collaborate with other actors in the county to ensure the long-term achievement of the SDGs 

(Länsstyrelsen Uppsala Län 2020c). This is done through a wide range of initiatives, such as their action 

plan for a sustainable county for example (Länsstyrelsen Uppsala Län 2019). Within their mandate, as part 

of their responsibility for the implementation of Landsbygdsprogrammet, is also the allocation of funding 

for rural development initiatives, which both authorities, municipalities, the County Council, companies and 

associations can apply for (Länsstyrelsen Uppsala Län 2020d). The organisation has established what they 

call a Partnership, consisting of representatives from multiple sectors in society, with whom they 

collaborate in the establishment of the aim and focus for the regional action plan for rural development in 

Uppsala county. The partnership meets twice a year and the participants are supposed to contribute toward  

the goal of ensuring a smart, thriving and sustainable countryside in Uppsala county (Länsstyrelsen Uppsala 

Län 2020e).  

 

4.1.4.  Uppsala County Council 

County Councils in Sweden are in general responsible for tasks that are of concern for a larger geographical 

area or which require large financial resources, such as health care for example (Kullander 2020). In 2017, 

the government expanded the mandate of the county councils’ to include a responsibility for regional 

development, alongside their previous responsibilities for health and medical care, public transport, and 

culture within the county (Region Uppsala 2017b, 2020a). Regional development includes a responsibility 

to support commercial and industrial life in the region, enhancing the level of skills and competences in the 

area, and ensuring that adequate infrastructure is in place (Region Uppsala 2020b). These responsibilities 

are ensured and carried out through dialog and collaboration with other actors, with an aspiration of making 

Uppsala county an innovative, growing region for all (ibid.). The county council is a politically run 

organisation, with officials elected by citizens on a four year basis (Region Uppsala 2017c). Within their 

directive is the responsibility to elaborate and determine a regional development strategy (RUS) which is 

 
4 The secretariat will furthermore be referred to either as a ‘Leader office’ or simply called ‘Upplandsbygd’, for sake 

of simplicity. Throughout the rest of the thesis the term ‘Upplandsbygd’ will refer to both the secretariat and the board 

as one cohesive unit, if nothing else is specified.  
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not legally binding but will guide the county’s development, currently during the period 2017–2020. The 

strategy forms one part of a bigger structure of policy documents from the global level, in the form of 

Agenda 2030 and the SDGs, to the municipalities on the local level (Region Uppsala 2017a). However, it 

does not clarify how actors should work toward achieving the agenda or the SDGs in Uppsala county. The 

vision of the current RUS is “A good life in an innovative knowledge region with international 

luminosity”(Region Uppsala 2019). The organisation highlight that this vision can solely be achieved if the 

regional office, municipalities, business and local organisations collaborate in a unified manner that leads 

in a sustainable direction (Region Uppsala 2017a). The county council are in the process of developing a 

new RUS and are currently in the revision phase, during which they have invited actors in the county to 

collaborate on both the design and implementation of the new strategy (Melander 2020).  

 

4.1.5.  Municipalities in Uppsala County 

Sweden, alongside some of their neighbouring Nordic countries, differs from many other European 

countries in that they have a heritage of strong local self-government, whereby local authorities have a 

comparably stronger position than regional authorities (Böhme 2001; Johansson et al. 2015). Compared to 

other European countries, Sweden rank among the highest in terms of financial independence as well as 

political and functional strength of local government (Wollmann 2004). Municipalities enjoy a high level 

of autonomy and are responsible for a broad range of public services such as schooling, housing or 

environmental protection, which is mainly financed by local taxation (Wollmann 2004; Kullander 2020). 

One other example that illustrate the power asymmetry between municipalities and County Councils is 

found in planning, where municipalities in Sweden are responsible for land-use planning and enjoy a 

planning monopoly, while County Councils can only draw up plans in agreement with the concerned 

municipality, and such regional plans are usually non-binding (Böhme, 2001). That being said, both types 

of organisations share a responsibility when it comes to the achievement of Agenda 2030 and the SDGs 

(Blom Bokliden 2020) and municipalities in Sweden “have unique responsibilities for planning to realize 

political and societal expectations related to sustainable development and sustainability” (Andersson et al. 

2013, p. 1211).  

 

The municipalities under study in this case differ quite a bit from one another, both in terms of population 

size as well as total land area (Table 1). Uppsala municipality is the largest of the four municipalities under 

study, both in terms of population and surface area, with the city of Uppsala as its main population hub. 

Uppsala city is the fourth largest city in Sweden, expected to be 340 000 inhabitants by 2050, and are among 

the areas priorities by the government in their efforts to build new sustainable cities (Uppsala kommun 

2020a). That being said, it still constitutes the municipality in Sweden with the largest population settled on 

the countryside, amounting to almost a fourth of the municipality’s total population, and the municipal 

council have decided to make it the best rural municipality in the country (Uppsala kommun 2019). Uppsala 

municipality says that the city and the countryside are to be developed together, and that a sustainable 

development of both the city and rural areas are to be achieved by ensuring equal access to housing, 

communications, services and public spaces (Uppsala kommun 2020b).  

 

 

Municipality Population (2018) Ground surface (hectare) 

Heby  13 910 116 690 

Tierp 21 127 154 633 

Uppsala  225 164 218 241 

Östhammar 22 048 147 461 

Table 1: Table displays the population size of each municipality in the year 2018, as well as the ground surface 

measured in hectare per municipality the same year. The numbers are taken from the statistical authority of Sweden. 

(Statistikmyndigheten SCB 2020c). 

 

In comparison to Uppsala municipality, the remaining three municipalities, namely Heby, Tierp and 

Östhammar, can in their totality be considered as countryside. Heby municipality portray themselves as a 

growing rural municipality, that offer a sense of security and quality of life (Heby kommun 2020). Trains 

and buses connect the more densely populated parts of the municipality with the city of Uppsala, which 
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makes commuting to the city for work or amenities possible. The municipality further claims that they have 

a lot to offer in terms of nature, such as nice forests, lakes and clean air, as well as affordable housing 

(Eriksson 2019). The municipality of Tierp is located north of the city of Uppsala (Fig. 2) and stretches over 

an area rich in nature, containing both a coastline, farmland and an important biosphere area (Tierp kommun 

2018a; MAB - Biosfärområde 2020). The municipality is growing population wise and have an ambition to 

build “a green neighbourhood close to nature and communications, less than an hour from Arlanda airport 

and only 36 minutes from Uppsala centre”5 (Tierp kommun 2018b). Like Tierp, Östhammar municipality 

also enjoy a large coastline and agricultural areas (Östhammar kommun 2020) and the municipality 

expresses a desire to grow and develop both its towns and the rural areas in an environmentally conscious 

way (Östhammar kommun 2017).  

 

 
Fig. 2. Map over the eight municipalities that make up Uppsala County. Only four are included in this study, namely 

Heby, Tierp, Uppsala and Östhammar municipality. (Regionfakta 2020b).  

 

To further illustrate the differences between the municipalities under study, a few statistical comparisons 

have been made. To start with, Aktuell Hållbarhet conducts a ranking of Swedish municipalities’ work on 

environmental issues. In 2019’s ranking Uppsala municipality came on 12th place, followed by Heby at the 

75th placement, while Tierp and Östhammar came in on 123rd versus 127th place (Aktuell Hållbarhet 2019). 

In terms of amount of greenhouse gas emissions, calculated in ton of CO2 equivalents per inhabitant, the 

three rural municipalities were each found to emit almost twice as much as Uppsala municipality in 2017 

(RKA 2020a). A potential explanation for this could be the difference in access to public transportation, 

where the percentage of the population, who had less than 500 meters to a bus or train stop from their 

residence, within Uppsala municipality amounted to 89 percent in 2017. For the remaining three 

municipalities the corresponding figure was between 50-60 percent (RKA 2020b). Taking a closer look at 

the access to broadband show a similar trend. For Heby, Tierp and Östhammar the number of households 

found to have adequate broadband connection in 2018 varied between roughly 50-60 percent, while almost 

90 percent of the households in Uppsala municipality enjoyed access to such services (RKA 2020b). In sum, 

the municipalities under study hold quite different prerequisites for sustainable rural development.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 Author’s translation. 
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5. Results  
The following chapter will present the results from the coding of the interview material. A few general 

comments will be made initially, before considering the data concerning the first research question about 

sustainable rural development. Attention will thereafter be turned to the topic of collaboration and the 

respondents’ answers related to that.  

 

The result from the interviews and the coding process indicated a complex relationship between 

sustainability challenges and the need for, or lack of, collaboration in Uppsala county. In total, 744 

statements were identified to belong to either of the 30 codes formed during the coding process.  Certain 

segments were recognised to belong to more than one code, or in some instances even to more than one of 

the seven coding groups. 322 statements were coded in relation to the three code groups concerning 

challenges and opportunities for sustainable rural development, while 422 statements belonged to either of 

the four code groups associated with the obstacles, needs or opportunities for collaboration.  

 

5.1. Challenges, Opportunities and Changes for Sustainable 
Rural Development 

In general terms, it seems that the actors share an understanding of what sustainable development means, 

where the three dimensions of the concept were highlighted by all participants. Some linked this to 

community building and planning in general, while others emphasized the need for a transformation of our 

society if sustainability is to be achieved. All organisations, with one exception, claimed to be working with 

Agenda 2030 and the SDGs. The remaining organisation declared that they work with sustainability, but 

rather based on their own interpretation and definition of what it entails in their specific context.  

 

A small observation was made early in the research process; their seems to be a general lack of clarity 

regarding what is the rural issue within the bigger picture of sustainable development. From my interaction 

with the organisations under study I noticed a slight confusion about what role the rural perspective has 

within sustainable development. This was especially apparent in my interaction with some of the larger 

organisations. A slight confusion as to whom I should talk to emerged when I requested an interview, since 

rural issues and sustainability issues appeared to be managed separately. One of the larger organisation’s 

for example had a whole department that work with sustainability issues from different perspectives, 

however the rural perspective was not included. Issues associated with the countryside were rather run by 

another part of the organisation. That being said, it is worth noting that this divide between sustainability 

and rural development was not as present in the smaller rural municipalities, or within Upplandsbygd, which 

may be explained by the fact that their organisations’ work entirely with rural issues (due to their locality 

and area of responsibility). 

 

5.1.1. Infrastructure 

Many similarities were noted in the responses provided by the participants. All declared that lack of 

sufficient infrastructure, both in terms of roads, broadband connection, and public transport are current 

challenges for the development of rural areas in Uppsala County. Here the distances between different 

settlements, as well as the weak population basis in some of the more rural parts of the county were 

mentioned as an explanation for why ensuring sufficient infrastructure can be problematic. Especially since 

all the municipalities under study stretches over quite large geographical areas. Multiple interviewees 

mentioned that the level of car dependency is higher in the rural areas, since people do not have another 

viable option in many cases. While, in more densely populated areas it is possible to work toward more 

sustainable transportation options, such as bicycles or public transport. The officials from Heby, Tierp and 

Östhammar municipality therefore underlined the necessity of working with the cars they have, ensuring 

that they move toward more sustainable options. For some this entailed installing charging poles for electric 

cars, others mentioned changing the municipally owned cars into hybrids and working toward creating a 

car-pool whereby citizens can rent these cars when they are not in use. Tierp municipality also mentioned 

that they are working toward the establishment of a biogas filling station. Furthermore, if the challenges 

associated with lacking broadband infrastructure were met, the opportunities for rural areas was perceived 

as even brighter. It would allow for better access to many public services that are available online today, 
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while also facilitate more entrepreneurship and job opportunities on the countryside, since a good internet 

connection is necessary for many businesses today. It was also mentioned during two of the interviews that 

better broadband infrastructure would enable the establishment of co-working spaces on the countryside, 

which was considered as a great opportunity for the future.  

 

“It would be interesting if there was, in different rural areas, something like […] community centres 

[…]Imagine if people who work here in the organisation, who live on the countryside, and all other 

professions where you can sit remotely and work, imagine if they could meet. You still need some social 

interaction in some way. Imagine if you could have such small co-working spaces in the countryside. Or if 

people could sit there and study. Then you could remove some of the transport that goes into the city every 

day.” (Official at Uppsala municipality). 

 

“It’s not just about having a good internet connection, but somewhere to go also and have a coffee and 

get away from the house sort of. But not having to go all the way into the city….” (Official at Uppsala 

county council). 

 

This was believed to be beneficial both for enhancing a sense of community on the countryside, but likewise 

valuable since it would decrease the need for transportation, thus combating the amount of emissions that 

stems from people commuting into Uppsala or Stockholm to work each day. 

 

5.1.2. City and Countryside 

Considering sustainability challenges in general, the material indicated that all participants percieved a 

difference between cities and the countryside when it comes to sustainability. On a regional level, the issues 

associated with the development of both the city and the countryside, and the differences between the two, 

became very apparent. The relationship between city and countryside seemed especially complex for the 

organisations that have a larger geographical responsibility, such as Uppsala County Council and Uppsala 

County Administrative Board, since they have an obligation to divide resources and focus on both.  

 

“When it comes to sustainability issues… well I think that in general, when talking about regional growth 

the focus is often on the cities. And here we have one large city in this county and that is Uppsala, of 

course there will be a lot of focus on Uppsala in many ways […] there is a lot that happens here and many 

who live here, so it is clear that Uppsala should have a strong focus, but we must not forget all the other 

parts of the county where people live as well.” (Official at Uppsala County Administrative Board). 

 

It is important to note that the data indicate an essential difference between the organisations, which in turn 

may affect what challenges they face. Upplandsbygd as well as the three rural municipalities (Östhammar, 

Tierp and Heby) do not have a responsibility toward the development or upkeep of a city, unlike the other 

three (Uppsala municipality, Uppsala County Council and Uppsala County Administrative Board). Which 

means that the former does not have to divide their time or resources between the city and the countryside, 

since their entire geographical area and sphere of responsibility is considered as rural.  

 

From the interviews it was also apparent that the relationship between city and countryside need to be taken 

into consideration when talking about sustainable rural development in Uppsala county. Especially when 

looking toward the future, as many actors stressed the probability of an even higher dependence between 

the two in the coming years.  

 

“…The city and country will probably, if you look ahead a little, it will probably be very difficult for both 

cities and countryside to be successful in the future if there aren’t synergies.” (Official at Uppsala County 

Council). 

 

It was mentioned that due to the environmental challenges the world is facing, the pressure on local natural 

resources will likely increase. Which in turn will affect the experienced divide between city and countryside, 

as neither will be able to prosper without the other. 
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5.1.3. Sustainable living and transformation   

Even though a lot of challenges were mentioned, the overall impression from the data is still that the 

countryside in Uppsala county houses a lot of opportunities. The participants collectively expressed a very 

positive view regarding the future and the potential for rural sustainable development. Even more so in light 

of current climate and environmental challenges, emphasising that the countryside has an important role to 

play and a great potential for creating more sustainable solutions for the future.   

 

“That’s where we have a huge potential, I would say. We have been to so many seminars in the county 

where people talk about how we must strengthen self-sufficiency and that we have to produce food and 

fuel when we can no longer have oil. After all, it is the countryside that must deliver it, including Tierp. 

So, there I think we have a great potential.” (Official at Tierp Municipality). 

 

Furthermore, based on the interviews it seemed to be the opinion of many of the participants that a 

transformation into a more sustainable way of living is needed, which was deemed to be more easily 

achieved on the countryside. Some of the participants proclaimed that there are more opportunities for 

maintaining a sustainable and more localized lifestyle on the countryside.  

 

“I sometimes think that the countryside has an undeservedly bad reputation. People only talk about 

emissions from transportation and that they are a lot higher on the countryside because people drive cars 

a lot. But if you look at it from a consumption perspective, which I have done, then the average person 

lives more sustainably on the countryside. You consume less. You fly less to Thailand and you maybe 

eat…. Well you economize more with the resources you have if you live on the countryside.” (Official at 

Tierp Municipality). 

 

“Sustainable development from a rural perspective. If you have that angle, then I think that there is a lot 

to learn from the countryside. […] if you compare with a city person, then the lifestyle can be quite a lot 

more local on the countryside than in a city. It is more common to travel far if you live in a city, fly a lot I 

mean. To use the local, I think is more of a sustainable social development overall. […] There I think the 

city dwellers have a lot to learn.” (Official at Uppsala municipality). 

 

5.1.4. Grow sustainably 

Another perspective that emerges from the data was that there is space on the countryside, in terms of space 

to grow population wise, which all participants in the study expressed as something desirable. The proximity 

between city and countryside was thus highlighted as a prominent opportunity for both and used as a 

potential explanation as to why the rural areas in Uppsala county are enjoying the current influx of new 

residents. However, also space in terms of ‘space to be creative’ and think of new solutions or alternatives, 

which the material from the interviews with both Östhammar, Heby and Tierp municipality indicated. 

 

“We have the space to be a bit creative in a way, I think. And also that we are forced to be so, as I see it 

with regards to new technology and those sort of things, that we can maybe dare to be a bit more forward 

on some issues in a way that a big city can’t.” (Official at Östhammar municipality). 

 

 In this regard the countryside presented an opportunity to experiment with alternatives to more sustainable 

ways of harvesting electricity, build new housing and such.   

 

When considering the future for the countryside, the changing demographic pattern in the rural areas of the 

county, as more people move away from the cities in favour of life on the countryside, presents both 

challenges and opportunities for the actors under study. The data indicate that for a municipality this is a 

great opportunity since it increases the tax revenues, thus providing more resources to cater to all the needs 

and develop the area further. However, the participants moreover highlighted that lack of housing is a 

pressing issue, posing challenges as to where to build new houses. Whether to densify existing areas or to 

build on farmland for example. This, together with the challenge posed by a higher pressure on natural 

resources such as groundwater, raises the question of how the countryside should grow in order to both 
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preserve the attractiveness of life on the countryside that led people to move there in the first place, but also 

ensure the safety of important ecosystem services.  

 

“The challenge is, as mentioned, the groundwater issue. Depending on how much we want to grow and 

how many we want to be, how can we solve the drinking water issue.” (Official at Östhammar 

municipality) 

 

5.1.5. Changing the rural fabric 

Furthermore, as more and more people move to the countryside it also changes the demographic patterns of 

the rural areas in Uppsala county, which in turn influences how the actors under study can engage with rural 

development.  

 

”So, Uppsala’s priority urban areas, residential areas, are like an extention of Uppsala city. There is no 

place to build houses [in the city] so we build in Bällinge, Lövstalöt, Björklinge, Vänge, Storvreta, and it 

becomes like a residential neighbourhood that has been relocated outside the city. And is that rural? Is 

there that community, that sense of belonging, an identity with the countryside and a drive to want to 

develop it. Or is it just ‘I bought 2000 sqm here to build a house. Let me be, I drive my car into town. 

Bye.’ […] Rural development […] it is very much this local power and enthusiasts who volunteer their 

time. Because it will never be possible to put the funding and investment in those areas if that doesn’t exist 

because it is a residental neighborhood that has been relocated. Then it can be difficult. And then one 

might ask, should we work with rural development in that way, or what is rural development?” (Official 

at Uppsala municipality) 

 

5.2. Hindrance, Enablers, Needs and Conditions for collaboration 

Turning the attention to collaboration for sustainable rural development, the data depict a rather intricate 

relationship. It proved hard to determine what should be considered as a hindrance or an enabler for 

collaboration since it varied between the actors, due to differences in conditions such as size or internal 

structure of their organisations. Judging from the data the four code groups for collaboration, together 

consisting of 17 codes, turned out to interact quite a bit. It is apparent that what may be a challenge for 

collaboration for one actor might be an opportunity for another.  

 

5.2.1. The need for collaboration 

Heby, Tierp and Östhammar municipality stated that many of the challenges they face, such as lack of 

adequate groundwater resources or initiatives to establish sustainable tourism in the region, cannot be met 

if they do not collaborate over municipal borders. Certain issues, especially connected to the maintenance 

of complex social-ecological systems, require collaboration. The data further underline that this is especially 

the case for smaller organisations who may not have the resources to manage all challenges they face on 

their own. However, it is also apparent that it can be because the issue itself does not stop at the municipal 

border, but rather stretches over a large geographical area. In such cases there is a need for collaboration 

among all those who are affected by the issue at hand. Here many participants expressed the need for greater 

collaboration with other actors, apart from official ones, such as civil society or the business sector. 

However, these types of actors are outside the scope of my thesis. The data furthermore demonstrate that 

the organisations have slightly different expertise and networks.  

 

“When it comes to this with whether one should have a grassroot or a top-down perspective on things. We 

are not great at grassroot, we don’t have those tentacles […] in terms of public administration then it is 

the municipality who should have that.” (Official at Uppsala County Council) 

 

“[The County Council] also have a network that we don’t have, which would also be useful for us. And I 

want to think and believe that they could benefit from collaborating with us too. Since we might have a 

greater insight and gut feeling of what is happening in the countryside.” (Official at Upplandsbygd). 
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This can be considered as another reason for why collaboration across organisational borders could be 

beneficial. In this regard the different actors’ expertise could be considered as complementary, and by 

collaborating they gain access to the others knowledge and insight. Which could have the potential of 

enabling a more effective approach toward shared sustainability challenges. 

 

5.2.2. Organization size 

Based on the interviews it is clear that size can have an impact on one’s ability, as well as desire, to 

collaborate both internally and externally. According to the data, smaller municipalities and organisations 

seem more prone to collaborate with each other on a wide variety of issues. Heby, Tierp and Östhammar all 

clearly stated that a lot of collaboration regarding basic municipal functions is done in cooperation with 

other municipalities in Uppsala county, since they do not have the resources to do everything by themselves. 

Resources here include aspects such as finances, time and personnel with the right competence. By 

collaborating these municipalities can bypass the need to have an administrator each, which the interviewees 

expressed as very beneficial. It is also apparent that the aspect of resources and one’s ability to collaborate 

can be connected both to the size of one’s own organisation as well as the size of the other organisation with 

whom one wants to collaborate. The interview material indicate that it is easier to establish mutually 

beneficial collaboration between organisations of similar size. One explanation that was mentioned was that 

it can be hard to know which person to turn to if one wants to cooperate with the larger organisations.  

 

“My corresponding function in Uppsala municipality has 30 people employed under the sustainability 

umbrella, and I am alone… They may not need us in the same way as we need them.” (Official at Tierp 

municipality). 

 

On the other end of the spectrum the larger organisations, such as Uppsala municipality, still expressed a 

need for collaboration, but maybe of a different kind. The informants explained that they face different 

challenges than the smaller municipalities, since their organisation and municipality is a lot larger and since 

they have a city to manage as well. This was likewise used as an explanation as to why Uppsala municipality 

may not have as much to gain from collaborating with the smaller municipalities in the county, since they 

are faced with different issues and thus do not have as much to learn from one another.  

 

“But I definitely believe in collaboration with other municipalities, especially those that have similar 

challenges and opportunities [as us] […] who has a large urban area or a large organisation and that 

sort of things.” (Official at Uppsala municipality). 

 

The informants therefore saw a greater need to look toward municipalities of a similar size, such as Umeå, 

Norrköping or Örebro, with a comparable structure and who are faced with similar issues, when approaching 

collaborative schemes.  

 

The data from the interview with Uppsala municipality further stressed how the mere number of employees 

in the organisation make collaboration internally difficult at times, which corresponds to findings from the 

other interviews as well. In this regard size was found to have an impact on the internal structure of the 

participating organisations, which in turn influenced the participants ability to collaborate internally. Size 

proved to have an impact on the distance between officials and decision makers, which is shorter in smaller 

municipalities, such as Heby, Östhammar and Tierp. Explaining also why it is easier for actors in these 

municipalities to achieve beneficial internal collaboration both horizontally and vertically across different 

levels within their organisations.   

 

“Yes, exactly. I also think it is very easy to collaborate. Many of us sit in the same house, not all the 

functions, but it is easy to get a hold of the bosses and there are a lot of advantages with being a small 

municipality too.” (Official at Tierp municipality). 

 

“Here it is, eight or I don’t even know how many levels up to the top management who would have to 

approve our initiative to a new organisational structure for how we should work with rural 

development..” (Official at Uppsala municipality). 
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Lastly, the data indicated an inequality in power determined by the size of the organisations, which seemed 

to be an obstacle for horizontal collaboration among the actors in Uppsala county. Here all the aspects of 

organisation size mentioned above can be seen to amplify existing power dynamics. It appears to be the 

case that those who may be most in need of collaboration are the ones with lesser resources, however for 

this precise reason they may not have as much say in the matter or the design of the collaborative process. 

Furthermore, inequality in terms of resources also mean that one party will have to carry a bigger burden 

during the collaborative process, making cooperation tricky at times.  

 

“I think that we have collaborated more with the smaller municipalities. But I have also heard that it has 

been a bit tricky with some collaborations with smaller municipalities because they have less resources 

than we do. For example, that Tierp has maybe been forced to take a bigger load and those sorts of 

things. But I think that we should be able to do that sometimes too, help out I mean. But of course, we 

have completely different types of resources and preconditions.” (Official at Tierp municipality). 

 

5.2.3. Collaboration on the County level 

Another challenge connected to the need of vertical collaboration, both within the organisation itself as well 

as in the county at large, was how to identify the right issue to focus on and how to communicate that 

vertically amongst the officials and the decision makers in the different organisations. When taking a step 

back and looking at the county in its entirety, concerns were raised about how to ensure that focus is given 

to the right issues. For example, the County Council expressed uncertainty as to what constitute the county 

issue within rural issues, explaining that it can be hard to determine one’s mandate when it comes to 

collaborating on a larger geographical scale. Added complexity to this is the fact that it is usually not the 

officials who work on specific issues connected to sustainable rural development that make the decisions. 

The County Administrative Board addressed this issue and said that it had served as a motivation for them 

to re-organise their so called ‘Partnership’ regarding rural issues, in an effort to combat this obstacle for 

vertical collaboration, derived from the distance between officials and decision makers.  

 

“Yes, it is maybe just that, that there is a lot going on here in the county, how do we aim for the right 

things in the Partnership? What different questions do we work with? But then it is maybe also that the 

people who are a part of the Partnership is mostly officials – not decision makers – but rather that level. 

How do we ensure that we get this contact between that level and the decision makers?” (Official at 

Uppsala County Administrative Board). 

 
The political dimension that make up most of the organisations under study (apart from the County 

Administrative Board, see section 3.1.3, and Upplandsbygd, see section 3.1.2) was mentioned as something 

which adds yet another level of complexity when aspiring to collaborate on a regional level.  

 

“But in Uppsala… we really have a rainbow [politically] among the different municipalities and the 

County Council, so how to somewhere find a common denominator there. So, sustainable development 

becomes as... as ambitious as the smallest common denominator can be.” (Official at Uppsala County 

Council). 

 

Since each municipality, as well as the County Council, have their own democratically elected council of 

decision makers, political differences can be an obstacle for cooperation. Each organisation has their own 

political agenda and responsibilities toward their constituencies. This must be taken into consideration when 

collaborating and potential disagreements overcome, which can make finding common ground for 

collaboration both time consuming and frustrating.  

 

5.2.4. Roles and Responsibilities 

Turning the attention to collaboration on a county level, most of the participants expressed a slight confusion 

regarding how such collaboration should work. It was evident that collaboration on a regional level was 

viewed as something positive and important, however whether it is Uppsala County Council or Uppsala 

County Administrative Board who should be responsible for the coordination of such initiatives remains a 
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bit unclear. Even between the two organisations themselves the division of roles and responsibilities seemed 

a bit vague, which may partly be due to the recent re-organisation that both organisations have gone through.  

 

“…leadership I do not really know if I want to say that, because it is still the County Council that has the 

regional growth responsibility… it is not really our task […] We are supposed to promote regional growth 

and development in the county […] I see it more like we should coordinate rural issues instead of taking 

some kind of leadership role.” (Official at Uppsala County Adminstrative Board). 

 

“I see that there is room for the County Council to take on larger leadership or a unifying role, but then 

we must also be clear about what that means. That if we take such a role, we must do it with quality [… 

otherwise] it is just stressful for everyone.” (Official at Uppsala County Council). 

 

This confusion presents obstacles for the municipalities too and many mentioned a desire for better 

coordination among these two regional organisations. One municipal informant stated that the regional level 

is missing within sustainable rural development in Uppsala county, and therefore requested that the County 

Council take on a greater role in this work. By doing so it was believed that the County Council could act 

as a catalyst for sustainable rural development on a regional level, which could inspire more municipalities 

to dare to invest in the hiring of a rural developer. Smaller municipalities further expressed that the lack of 

coordination among collaborative initiatives on the county level makes participation and prioritisation 

difficult.  

 

“There are many different groupings in the field of social sustainability and ecological sustainability, that 

has been initiated on a regional [level]. And that is positive, they want to help us, but it becomes difficult 

for us to… [….] what they have tried to do is to let us participate via Skype or something like that. That’s 

great, but it is still too much. So, we can’t participate in everything, even if we can maybe sit here. […] so 

maybe more coordination from their side.” (Official at Heby municipality). 

 

In this sense, the sheer amount of collaborative initiatives that already exist in the county was underlined as 

a potential hindrance for collaboration for smaller organisations, since they do not have the resources or 

personnel to participate in all that is on offer.  

 

5.2.5. Regional Coordination and Planning 

Even though regional collaboration presents a few challenges, it was still deemed important by the 

participants and expressed as something that needs to be expanded further moving forward. More cohesive 

regional planning was presented by Uppsala County Council as one opportunity for achieving more 

coordinated and resourceful regional development in light of current sustainability challenges. The County 

Council claimed that in the current process of establishing the new regional development plan, they had 

noticed a support for more coordinated regional planning. However, the interviewee also stated that due to 

the municipal planning monopoly, an initiative toward greater regional planning would have to be made in 

close cooperation with the municipalities in the country.  

 
“Yes, collaboration needs to be firstly…  built toward the municipality’s community planning off course, 

who already have that responsibility. […] The first question is whether we are prepared at all. It is above 

all the municipalities that need to want to get into this and see the benefits of it, because they are the ones 

who have the planning monopoly now. So, they need to see the benefits of working together on these 

issues.” (Official at Uppsala County Council). 

 

It is hard to say, based on the data, whether the municipalities support such a move just yet. However, there 

were statements made by the different municipalities that can be interpreted to support such a move, 

although still with slight precaution. For example, some saw the benefit of greater regional collaboration 

regarding large infrastructure issues that concern all the actors in the county, such as issues regarding 

groundwater or broadband. Housing was another issue that some municipalities claimed could potentially 

benefit from being coordinated regionally. It was also highlighted that potential coordination gains could be 

made by looking beyond municipal boarders and adopting a county perspective, for example when 

considering where to build new service points.  
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“Sure it becomes more regional, it becomes larger than what it would be municipally or locally, but I 

think that some issues almost have to be handled with a greater perspective because you can’t. If you only 

base it on your own tax revenues, your own resources, your own territory which is so cemented in a 

municipality[…] it won’t solve everything. We probably have to find solutions with other municipalities. 

Then I think the County Council will have a very important role to consider.” (Official at Uppsala 

municipality). 

 

It was highlighted by multiple participants that when done well, collaboration can create synergies, whereby 

the added benefits for all involved is higher than if they were to do things separately. One specific gain that 

was stated by an official at Heby municipality was the idea of ‘strength in numbers’. By doing something 

together on the county level the actors in Uppsala county could increase their power to influence and create 

change in a larger perspective, even outside the boundaries of the county. An example of this could be to 

initiate demands for more sustanable practices within the construction sector in the whole county. The 

interviewee believed that by doing so jointly it could force businesses to change their practices and build 

more sustainably. While if Heby would put such demands in place on their own the only result would be 

that building companies chose to build somewhere else where no such demands are in place. That being 

said, many participants pointed out that a severe challenge for collaboration is that most primarily look 

toward their own goals, agenda or organisation when participating in collaborative processes. This may for 

example entail looking toward what is best for one’s own area, rather than considering what may be best 

from a regional perspective. One participant therefore stressed the need of guidance and clarity when 

engaging in a collaborative process. 

 

“but I see a challenge in collaboration. That is co-llaboration. We can neither cooperate, establish 

consensus, collaborate or co-act as I would like to say, if we can’t get along. And with ‘co’ I mean that we 

must be very clear and agree on what it is we are going to collaborate on, and what we are not going to 

collaborate on. And that if we decide that we are going to do something then we have to do it together.” 

(Official at Tierp municipality). 

 

In other words, there seems to be a need for more clarity, both concerning what issues to collaborate on and 

when not to do so, but also regarding the formate of the collaborative process. This highlights how complex 

collaboration can be, stressing the need to find common ground and establish ground rules when engaging 

in a collaborative process. Otherwise there is an overhanging risk of such processes to rather cause conflict 

than lead to added value for those involved. 
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6. Discussion 
The following chapter further discusses the results. It firstly addresses the place for rural development within 

the broader scope of sustainability, before considering the impact organisational structure seems to have on 

the actors’ ability to collaborate. This is followed by a discussion of how demographic patterns on the 

countryside of Uppsala county can have an effect on sustainable rural development. Focus is then given 

toward how regional collaboration may aid the actors in their work toward sustainable rural development, 

before engaging in a short discussion regarding what implications this may have for Upplandsbygd moving 

forward.  

 

During the course of the research process I came to realise that the topic of the study belongs within several 

research fields. Certain aspects address the topic of collaboration, while other parts rather concern the field 

of rural development or sustainability science. It thus proved hard to position the study within one academic 

field. A potential explanation for this could be that, in keeping with the tradition of transdisciplinary research 

(Lang et al. 2012), the aim and questions that guided the study came from practitioners, namely 

Upplandsbygd. The topic was something that they were interested in and wanted to gain a better insight 

into. However, one could also argue that the difficulty of positioning the study within one academic field is 

an indication of both the complexity of the topic under study, as well as the inherent complexity of 

sustainability issues in general. 

 

6.1. Where does Sustainable Rural Development belong?   

As mentioned, a slight confusion as to what constitutes the rural issue within sustainable development was 

noticed through my interaction with some of the organisations under study. One could argue that this 

corresponds with claims made by other researchers. That Agenda 2030 and the SDGs uphold the urban 

hegemony and overlook the fact that both city and countryside need to be taken into consideration for the 

achievement of the SDGs (Nylander 2015). This raises a few questions. Firstly, is there a specific rural 

perspective to take into consideration when discussing sustainability issues? Considering the result from 

this study one could argue that that is the case. Sure, many challenges are similar for the city and the 

countryside, but how to address the issue differ between the two. The difference in population base is one 

example, which causes very different prerequisites for sustainable solutions in cities and on the countryside, 

as indicated by the result above. Cities typically have the population base to invest in alternative 

transportation solutions, while the large distances between settlements in some rural areas makes similar 

solutions both impractical and costly (Westholm & Waldenström 2008; Wangel 2015). One could therefore 

argue that it is important to take the rural perspective into account when discussing sustainability, since 

solutions have to be adapted to the specific circumstances of the countryside (Markensten et  al. 2013; 

Johansson et al. 2015). Secondly, if sustainability and rural development are spread over multiple parts of 

the organisation, does that inhibit official’s ability to collaborate on these issues, both internally and 

externally? Or does it rather enhance the knowledge base within the organisation as the issues are spread 

out and thus not solely the responsibility of one official or one department? The results from my interviews 

are inconclusive. Internal collaboration appears to be easier in smaller municipalities, where one person 

may be responsible for multiple issues. However, larger organisations have more resources and personnel. 

Which could be considered to enhance the amount of knowledge and expertise they have to draw upon.  

 

This confusion about where rural issues belong connects to the findings related to the code ‘Roles and 

Responsibilities’. It might be the case that this confusion influences the greater confusion on the county 

level, regarding who is responsible for the coordination of collaborative initiatives concerning sustainable 

rural development. As stated in the result, all participants seemed perplexed as to who hold this 

responsibility – the County Council or the County Administrative Board? This corresponds with previous 

research, which found that ambiguity regarding roles and responsibilities can be a challenge for 

collaboration (Mancilla García et al. 2019). It can impinge on daily administrative tasks, since the 

uncertainty regarding the division of roles and responsibilities makes it difficult for actors to reconcile their 

normal duties with the added responsibilities that often accompany collaborative initiatives (ibid). 

Furthermore, as stated by the County Council, it is unclear what role the county has within rural issues. The 

respondent claimed that rural issues are often perceived as local issues and should thus be managed locally, 

which again raises questions as to what role these larger regional organisations can take in terms of 

collaboration for sustainable rural development. At the same time, the result clearly supports the notion that 
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collaboration between different levels of governance is needed when faced with sustainability challenges 

(Andersson et al. 2013; Gustafsson et al. 2018). The County Council proclaims that they lack the local 

connections and knowledge needed for rural development, while for example Upplandsbygd highlighted 

the gains that can be made by collaborating with the County Council. In other words, by collaborating the 

organisations get access to each other’s expertise and knowledge (Bodin 2017), which can lead to mutual 

gains. It moreover indicates a level of interdependence (Elston et al. 2018) between large and small 

organisations. This poses questions regarding effectiveness as well. Since the different organisations not 

only have different mandates, but also different areas of expertise, it could be the case that by collaborating 

on a regional level, sustainable rural development can be made more effective. Based on the result one could 

therefore argue that some issues, such as infrastructure or the provision of certain services, may gain by an 

increase of external collaboration, both vertically and horizontally among the actors. 

 

6.2. Organisation structure 

The interviews showed that the size of an organisation has an impact on its ability to collaborate with others, 

both horizontally and vertically, as well as what issues or opportunities they face in terms of sustainable 

rural development. The size of the organisation was found to affect one’s ability to participate in 

collaborative initiatives. Even if one may have a desire to collaborate, due to an awareness of the benefits 

associated with it, there can still be obstacles associated with lack of access or sufficient resources (Ansell 

& Gash 2008). This is evident from the interview with Heby, who are keen to collaborate on a regional 

level, but clarify that they lack the personnel to partake in all the collaborative initiatives that the County 

Council and the County Administrative Board have initiated. This corresponds with findings by other 

researchers, where the lack of guidance by actors representing higher level of governance can lead to added 

pressure, and in some cases uncertainty regarding the goals of collaboration, for municipalities (Nohrstedt 

& Bodin 2014; Bodin 2017). This connects to what Hallgren and Ljung (2005) said about participation 

being a fundamental aspect of collaboration, while also illustrating what Biggs et al. (2015) meant by 

‘consultation fatigue’. In this case, Heby are unable to partake in all the collaborative initiatives on offer 

and expresses frustration over trying to prioritise and balance these initiatives with other administrative 

tasks. In other words, their lack of resources inhibit their ability to participate on an equal footing to their 

counterparts from the larger organisations, threatening to further undermines their position in the 

collaborative process (Ansell & Gash 2008; Bodin 2017). A similar notion can be sensed in the statement 

made by Tierp, with regard to the size of their organisation in comparison to Uppsala municipality. In the 

smaller municipalities the responsibility to cover and manage issues associated with sustainable 

development may fall on one administrator, or in some cases even on a part-time position, while the larger 

organisations can afford to have a whole team working on these issues. This corresponds to challenges that 

smaller municipalities expressed in Gustafsson et al.’s study (2018), that time management can be a 

challenge for the implementation of Agenda 2030 for smaller municipalities, since officials often are 

responsible for multiple topics, thus making it hard to allocate time to cover all commitments (ibid). 

Arguably even more so if the County Council and the County Administrative Board offer complementary 

networks, were the organisations are expected to participate in multiple forums. Better coordination, where 

processes can be developed in parallel to already existing ones (Gustafsson et al. 2018) would therefore be 

desirable moving forward.  

 

6.2.1. Small organisations 

On the other hand, the result shows that the size of the organisation affects not solely their potential to 

collaborate with others, but also what challenges and opportunities they perceive for sustainable rural 

development. These differences in size and resources point toward a difference in level of dependency. The 

larger municipality in this study did not express the same need to collaborate with others, since they have 

the capacity to manage a lot of issues on their own. While the smaller municipalities states that they are 

partly dependent on finding collaborative solutions in order to deliver services to their citizens. One can 

suspect that this creates unequal relationships for regional collaboration, since some are more dependent on 

support than others. However, as mentioned,  interdependence is found to act as an underlying motivation 

for collaboration (Elston et al. 2018), which may explain why the smaller municipalities seem more keen 

on collaboration. Previous research also state that motivation correlates with organisations willingness to 

engage in horizontal collaboration (Gerber & Loh 2015), which would support the conclusion that the 
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smaller municipalities are more dependent and thus more motivated to collaborate with their neighbours. 

Yet, the material also gives the impression that the smaller municipalities are more accustomed to 

collaborating with each other, indicating a shared history of collaboration which arguably enhances the 

likelihood of further collaboration among them moving forward  (Johansson et al. 2015). This is because 

collaboration is found to “build social capital, leading to the development of norms of reciprocity and 

enhancing the prospects for cooperation.” (Johansson et al. 2015, p. 86). Since collaboration is deemed 

necessary for the achievement of Agenda 2030 and the SDGs (Andersson et al. 2013; Gustafsson et al.  

2018) one could argue that this gives the smaller municipalities in this study a head start, since they are 

already accustomed to it. Another argument that would support such a statement is the fact, as indicated by 

the result, that the internal structure of smaller organisations makes them more flexible and thus better 

equipped for collaboration in complex social-ecological systems where unexpected changes can appear 

rapidly.  

   

6.2.2. Large organisations 

The larger organisations in the study faces challenges associated with being a large organisation, such as 

communication and maintaining an overview of the entire organisation’s needs (Gustafsson et al. 2018). 

Furthermore, Uppsala municipality, the County Council and the County Administrative Board who are 

responsible for the maintenance and development of Uppsala city as well, seem to face challenges such as 

how to allocate resources and provide services for both urban and rural residents. Possibly impinging their 

ability to collaborate with the smaller municipalities in the county. This points toward what Mancilla García 

et al. (2019) found in their article, that challenges to collaboration exists both externally and internally. The 

authors likewise highlight the importance of recognizing that municipalities, and arguably also other 

governmental organisations, “are affected by a multitude of interests from both within and outside their 

territories”(Mancilla García et al. 2019, p. 4), which may further explain why, as stated by multiple 

participants, most look to their own areas or interests first when collaborating. This risks creating barriers 

for collaboration and cause conflict (Nohrstedt & Bodin 2014; Bodin 2017; Gustafsson et al. 2018). 

Research furthermore claim that this self-centredness is a likely outcome when the relationship between 

municipalities and higher governance institutions are accompanied by too much uncertainty regarding roles 

and responsibilities (Mancilla García et al. 2019) as discussed above.  

 

Bypassing these differences and finding common denominators can arguably be deemed a necessity if the 

actors are to meet the challenges associated with rural sustainable development moving forward. Here, as 

mentioned by the participants, the County Council or the County Administrative Board may have an 

important role as coordinators, especially since both organisations hold a geographical perspective that is 

larger than the individual municipality. However, it may also be the case that an actor such as Upplandsbygd 

could be the determining factor as to whether more regional collaboration will be possible, a point which I 

will return to later on in the discussion. 

 

6.3. Demographic patterns 

Turning the attention to geographic and demographic considerations, the result clearly confirms that the 

rural area of Uppsala county is an interesting case for studying the potential for sustainable rural 

development. It is obvious that the development of the county overall resembles what Waldenström and 

Westholm (2008) highlighted, that rural areas close to big city regions are changing in terms of demographic 

patterns. That being said, the specific local context of the county must be taken into consideration, since it 

together with the level of flexibility among municipalities and counties are found to play an important role 

for the implementation of the SDGs (Gustafsson et al. 2018). As mentioned, the closeness between city and 

countryside in Uppsala county can be a competitive advantage for the county. Which together with the 

current trend of population growth on the countryside, creates quite specific conditions for sustainable rural 

development (Westholm & Waldenström 2008). This may also influence the actors’ ability to collaborate 

on these matters, which is why it is of interest to take a closer look at what effect these demographic 

developments may have.   
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6.3.1. Sustainable growth 

Firstly, the data corresponds with the challenges mentioned by Westholm and Waldenström (2008), that the 

increase of a commuter-based population challenge the local fabric of rural areas in Uppsala county. 

Caselunghe et al. (2019) claim that a countryside has to generate employment and an income in order to be 

referred to as a ‘living countryside’. Can this be achieved if an area is dominated by a commuter-based 

populace, whereby most use the majority of their consumer-power outside of the immediate local economy? 

Furthermore, the balancing act between the desire to have population growth on one hand, and increased 

pressure on services and natural resources on the other, is worth taking into consideration. The lack of 

housing is forcing municipalities to densify rural communities, which challenges the notion of rural life as 

this calm oasis. This connects to the issue of where to build new housing and the matter of whether to build 

on farmland or not, which was discussed during many of the interviews. Building on farmland has its pros 

and cons and is a trend that is present all over Europe. It raises questions connected to topics such as food 

production, biodiversity, transportation issues and the need for recreational areas (Nilsson et al. 2014). 

Scientists stress that climate change may increase the reliance on Swedish land for agriculture, since other 

parts of the world may not be able to grow crops to the same extent as they currently can (Nylander 2015). 

Thus, the countryside in Sweden, especially in areas such as Uppsala county that is known to have good 

agricultural land (Källström et al. 2016), may have an even greater role to play in ensuring food security 

both for national use and export (Nylander 2015). This may likewise influence the interdependence between 

city and countryside further (Markensten et al. 2013; Dunmade 2014), which many of the actors under study 

highlighted in the interviews. Some interviewees proposed that a higher reliance on domestic resources, 

typically produced on the countryside, will put added pressure on the relationship between city and 

countryside. If the countryside is to meet the increased demand for these goods in the future, where to grow 

and build new housing may very well constitute a decisive topic. One could therefore argue that it is an 

issue that needs to be considered and coordinated on a county level. The County Administrative Board said 

in their interview that they try to support the municipalities in the county in these matters by providing 

guidelines regarding the issue. However, closer collaboration, with the potential of more coordinated 

regional planning among the actors may present another way forward, where the sharing of knowledge 

among the actors may increase the resilience of sustainable rural development initiatives.    

 

On the other hand, more people also mean higher income for the municipality, which many of the rural 

municipalities in this study expressed as very important if they are to meet the challenges of the future, 

while also achieving the SDGs. This points toward a fundamental conflict of aims, not solely among the 

actors in Uppsala county, but rather within the idea of sustainable development at large (Buchdahl & Raper 

1998; Wangel 2015). Historically this notion of growth has often been associated with the idea of 

‘development’ and many governments around the world still support the notion of continued economic 

growth (Raworth 2017). Simply looking at the SDGs themselves, where SDG 8 is devoted to this idea of 

economic growth (United Nations 2020b), provides another illustration of this notion. However, according 

to the IPCC, economic and population growth constitute contributing factors for the increase in greenhouse 

gas emissions globally  (IPCC 2014; Hela Sverige ska leva 2018a). Thus, questioning how these two 

different values can be managed within one locality, and what it may mean for an expansive region such as 

Uppsala county and its ability to meet its environmental goals.   

 

6.3.2. Sustainable lifestyle  

Findings in Hela Sverige ska leva’s balancing report from 2018 support the statement made by some of the 

interviewees – that it is easier to live sustainably on the countryside. At least if one looks at consumption-

based emissions. Consumption and lifestyle choices have a huge effect on the amount of emissions an 

individual commit and city residents are found to consume more than their rural counterparts (Markensten 

et al. 2013; Wangel 2015; Hela Sverige ska leva 2018a). According to the World Bank, cities around the 

world are responsible for approximately 80 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions (The World Bank 

2010), while the other half of the world’s population who live on the countryside account for the roughly 

20 percent of remaining emissions (Hela Sverige ska leva 2018a). In other words, cities are responsible for 

a disproportionate share of global resource use, however in high-income countries such as Sweden the 

difference between urban and rural areas is not as prominent (Wangel 2015). Rural inhabitants are generally 

more dependent on fossil fuels (Markensten et al. 2013), partly due to the lack of public transport forcing 
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rural residents into a higher level of car dependency. This might explain why Heby, Tierp and Östhammar 

municipality had high greenhouse gas emissions, in comparison to Uppsala municipality, in the statistics 

presented earlier (RKA 2020b, 2020a). If technical developments and the expansion of broadband 

infrastructure where extended on the countryside it would decrease the issues associated with distance for 

many local businesses (Westholm & Waldenström 2008). Moreover, it makes the idea of establishing co-

working spaces on the countryside, proposed by multiple interviewees, especially interesting. By cutting 

the distance residents must commute to work each day, emissions can be cut too. Co-working spaces are 

found to enhance creativity, flexibility and collaboration, while also reducing environmental costs 

associated with energy and material consumption since users share facilities and equipment (Kojo & 

Nenonen 2017). Kojo and Nenonen furthermore claim that co-working spaces “may enhance the economic, 

social and cultural development of the surrounding area” (ibid, p. 170) and can thus serve as a catalyst for 

rural development. One could therefore argue that co-working spaces could help to diversify available 

sources of income in rural areas, consequently enhancing the livelihood of rural residents (Caselunghe et al. 

2019) and possibly strengthen local economies.  

 

Based on the trends mentioned, one could argue that the countryside in Uppsala county have a decisive role 

for the sustainability of the county, maybe even the nation. As mentioned in the interviews, the countryside 

has space that the city has not, both in terms of space to grow as well as space to be creative, experiment 

and innovate. Other researchers support the belief that the countryside houses more space of this kind. Erik 

Westholm, professor in cultural geography and rural development, states that physical space in urban areas 

are typically accompanied by far reaching plans of what it is to be used for (Nylander 2015). He continues 

by stating that the countryside on the other hand has the space to be creative and think of new alternatives. 

It is there, in the rural areas, that the opportunities for renewal, necessary for achieving the SDGs, can be 

found according to Westholm (ibid). Such statements may challenge predominant understandings, which 

associate urban areas with innovation. However, one could still argue that it points toward an interesting 

role for the countryside moving forward. Space for the creation of more alternatives, which enables 

experimentation and innovation is also found to be an aspect that can build resilience (Walker & Salt 2006). 

It may be the case that the countryside in Uppsala county provides its inhabitants with the space to explore 

alternative ways of living, thus contributing to Sweden’s transformation into a more sustainable welfare 

society. To reach this goal set by the Swedish government, urban and rural areas alike will have to adapt a 

more sustainable lifestyle (Regeringskansliet 2018, Wangel 2015). However, judging from the knowledge 

gained through the interviews preformed in this study, what that will look like will differ between the two.  

 

6.4. Implications for Regional Collaboration 

In light of what has been discussed above, it is apparent that some challenges are of the character that they 

require collaboration on a larger scale, which is why I would argue that there is a need for more regional 

collaboration on some issues, if the actors in Uppsala county are to have a sustainable development. The 

patterns of population growth and new business opportunities in rural areas of the county, corresponds to 

developments in other parts of Europe. Researchers have therefore stated that these developments imply a 

need for a new form of community planning that is equipped to better handle potential conflicts of interests 

that may emerge from these changes (Westholm & Waldenström 2008). It is therefore of interest to discuss 

what this could look like in the case of Uppsala county and what potential impacts regional planning may 

have for sustainable rural development of the area, while also investigating how collaboration fits into the 

picture. 

 

6.4.1. Regional Planning 

The collected picture from the interviews is that there is a need for more vertical collaboration. All express 

a desire to collaborate more on a county level, but the challenges they face also highlight the need for it. 

The County Council raised the idea of more regional planning moving forward, whereby cross-boundary 

issues such as housing and infrastructure, could be coordinated and planned for jointly. A deeper discussion 

of what regional planning might entail falls outside the scope of this thesis, however a few aspects are worth 

considering since they can impact the actors’ ability to collaborate on such an issue. More cohesive planning 

on a regional level was among other things thought to be beneficial from a sustainability perspective, as it 

could ensure a more effective use of both land and resources. Findings from other research support the need 
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for more integrated local and regional planning in Sweden (Andersson et al. 2013), claiming that it can 

“support long-term sustainability” (Bergman & Dyrssen 2016, p. 54). However, the governance structure in 

Sweden, whereby municipal local government is quite strong, while the County Councils historically have 

remained rather weak (Johansson et al. 2015), may pose a challenge to the idea presented by the County 

Council. Previous research support the statement made by Uppsala County Council, that the initiative for 

more cohesive regional planning must come from the municipalities since they hold the planning monopoly 

and thus must be willing to forgo some of their self-determination, in favour of the potential coordination 

gains that can be made by increased collaboration (Böhme 2001; Johansson et al. 2015). Andersson et al. 

(2013) clarifies that Swedish regions, counties and municipalities hold different qualifications when it 

comes to exercising governance over a wide range of issues associated with sustainability, but that “planning 

for sustainability requires a comprehensive approach with integration of a wide range of actors and 

stakeholders representing different societal sectors […] who collaborate by steering towards common goals” 

(Andersson et al. 2013, p. 1211). Here again, as mentioned previously, the fact that actors have a tendency 

to prioritise self-interests (Gustafsson et al. 2018; Mancilla García et al. 2019) over common goals 

constitutes an obstacle for collaboration. Due to conflicts of interests in the past, the smaller municipalities 

especially voiced concerns whether greater collaboration with county authorities would mean that initiatives 

where made at the expense of the will of the local government. If such conflicts of interest are not redressed 

and a common ground found among the actors, further collaboration may only reinforce current structures 

and not create the change many desire (Bodin 2017).   

 

6.4.2. The issue of Trust 

Johansson et al. (2015) claims that the desire among municipalities to either collaborate in smaller 

constellations or retain control over core function themselves, arises “from power asymmetries and a lack 

of trust” (Johansson et al. 2015, p. 72). This corresponds to findings from the interview material, where the 

data portrays a strong will to collaborate among the actors involved. However, the question is whether the 

commitment, or the level of trust, is sufficient for it to function well in Uppsala county. One could therefore 

argue that building back the trust among the actors is necessary if initiatives such as greater regional 

planning is to work. Previous research stresses the need for engaging in trust building early on in the 

collaborative process, especially when there has been frictions among the actors in the past (Ansell & Gash 

2008). Trust is found to be one of the cornerstones of the collaborative process, which not only supports the 

process but may even determine its outcome (Ansell & Gash 2008; Henry & Vollan 2014). Trust, as well 

as communication, is also found to be a precondition for knowledge sharing, which is another necessary 

aspect of collaboration (Henry & Vollan 2014; Bodin 2017; Gustafsson et al. 2018). 

 

Here, the comment made by an official from Tierp municipality should be reiterated. For collaboration to 

prosper, a consensus and a common understanding need to be established. From his study of urban-rural 

partnerships, Dunmade (2014) found a few factors to be essential, such as the need for trust, transparency, 

clarity and a sense of shared purpose. He furthermore stated that “identification of areas of potential 

partnering opportunities is essential for sustainable regional collaboration” (Dunmade 2014, p. 6). Could 

regional planning be such an area of potential partnering for the actors in this study? Answering that question 

is outside the scope of this thesis, but one thing is clear – greater collaboration on a county level would be 

a fruitful road forward for the actors under study. One could argue that by focusing on establishing a better 

relationship among one another, entailing a clarification of roles and responsibilities, this might be 

achievable. By aspiring to build back the trust among themselves, while also trying to bridge the divide that 

varied levels of resources seem to cause (Ansell & Gash 2008), the actors in this study may enhance their 

ability to establish a consensus and a joint goal for the development of the county at large. If they can move 

past individual interests and look toward the added value of regional collaboration on certain issues, it is 

likely that some of the challenges faced by the smaller organisations can be addressed. In other words, if 

the actors can balance the benefit of working together toward the achievement of goals they cannot reach 

individually (Emerson et al. 2012; Elston et al. 2018), while still ensuring that the costs and benefits 

associated with collaboration is shared equally, successful collaboration may be possible. This may also be 

where Upplandsbygd, as an intermediate actor, between the county and municipal level, will have an 

important role to play. Looking to the future I would thus claim that greater efforts should be made toward 

making the collaborative forums that already exist in the county better coordinated. While also aspiring to 

make them into spaces where the actors cannot only share ideas and best practice, but also create and carry 
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out development projects jointly. Efforts should also be made to make collaborative processes better adapted 

to the conditions of the various organisations, where the differences in terms of needs and size are taken 

into account. Taking a step back and looking at the challenges for sustainable rural development from a 

higher level, with a county perspective, could inspire organisations to look outside their own borders and 

see the added value of greater regional collaboration. 

 

6.5. Implications for Upplandsbygd 

Upplandsbygd differ from the other actors in this study, in that they have a different organisational structure 

and a different mandate. Their mode of operations, whereby the grass-root perspective and close 

collaboration with local actors in rural areas forms a fundamental part of the LEADER-method 

(Upplandsbygd Lokalt ledd utveckling 2020a), is a strength that they can bring to the table in their continued 

collaboration with the other public actors in the county. My interview with Upplandsbygd demonstrated 

that they have a good understanding of the components that make up successful collaborative processes, 

such as the need for communication and trust (Ansell & Gash 2008). The interviews with the municipalities, 

with whom Upplandsbygd already collaborate, also demonstrated that they have succeeded in building good 

relationships, which enables mutual gains for those involved. By sharing and building on this knowledge 

and experience, the organisation may be able to strengthen not just their own interaction with the individual 

actors in this study, but also strengthen the collaborative process for all involved. In this regard, one could 

argue that Upplandsbygd may be well equipped to act as a bridging organisation (Crona & Parker 2012) 

among the public actors in Uppsala county. By doing so, they could “provide an arena for learning as well 

as a space where trust building and conflict resolution can be achieved” (Crona & Parker 2012 p.3). Thus, 

facilitate collaboration among the actors in this study.  

 

Furthermore, Upplandsbygd’s organisational structure is built for collaboration, one could therefore argue 

that they possess a good skillset for collaboration. When it comes to the issues that are addressed in this 

thesis, they could be considered as an intermediary actor, between the municipalities, the County Council 

and County Administrative Board. They are close to the local community on the countryside, in a similar 

way to that of a municipality, but at the same time hold a greater geographical spread since they work in 

several municipalities in parallel. I would therefore argue that Upplandsbygd has the potential to act as a 

Network Administrative Organisation (Provan & Kenis 2007), thus aiding the actors in this study to 

collaborate on topics related to sustainable rural development. Upplandsbygd could take on the role as an 

administrative entity which “take on some key governance activities while leaving others to network 

members” (ibid, p. 234). As indicated by the interview result, collaboration can be both time consuming 

and resource intensive for the participating organisations. One could therefore argue that if Upplandsbygd 

could facilitate and coordinate the collaborative process by acting either as a Network Administrative 

Organisation (Provan & Kensi 2007) or a bridging organisation (Crona & Parker 2012), they may help 

reduce the time and resource costs associated with collaboration (Provan & Kenis 2007). Which would help 

especially the smaller organisations, that already express concerns regarding the costs associated with 

participating in multiple collaborative forums. Wherefore, I conclude that Upplandsbygd has an important 

role in the larger picture of sustainable rural development in Uppsala county. 

 

Lastly, the size of the organisation makes Upplandsbygd freer and more flexible when it comes to the work 

for sustainable rural development. They have a lot of space internally to be creative and experiment with 

new solutions and approaches. This freedom may moreover provide them with the opportunity to engage in 

exploring alternatives and innovative solutions for sustainability in the county at large. Something that may 

be harder for some of the other actors in this study who are politically run. Furthermore, Upplandsbygd have 

a large budget and the opportunity to contribute in many ways to the work on these issues on the county 

level. One could also imagine that, with their geographical spread, Upplandsbygd have the potential to 

experiment with the idea of more regional community planning. Perhaps in their future work, they should 

inspire and motivate municipalities to look beyond their boundaries and dare to invest in joint development 

projects, such as service points or co-working spaces that are on the border between different municipalities.  
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7. Conclusion 
Returning to my research questions, it is apparent that what may constitute a challenge or an opportunity 

for sustainable rural development differ among the actors. A few challenges, such as the issue with 

broadband, infrastructure or how to provide services to a growing population, seem to be shared among the 

actors. While other challenges can be connected to the size of the organisation as well as its geographical 

location. Similarities are likewise present in terms of what opportunities the actors identify. What became 

especially apparent throughout the research process was the potential that the actors associated the 

countryside with, in terms of sustainability. It is evident that all the participants shared the belief that the 

countryside has an important role to play for sustainability, especially in light of the growing challenges 

associated with the current environmental and climate crisis.  

 

It can also be concluded that the public actors under study view collaboration as an important aspect for 

sustainable rural development. Small and large organisations alike deemed it as a necessity, but for different 

reasons. The differences identified in terms of what constituted a hindering or enabling factor for 

collaboration could be associated with differences such as organisation size and resources. Which also 

seemed to be a determining factor in terms of the perceived need for collaboration. The study further 

clarified that many collaborative initiatives or forums already exist in Uppsala county, however a lack of 

coordination on the county level seems to inhibit the actors’ ability for vertical collaboration. That being 

said, the result from the research process supports the notion that collaboration is necessary, not just for 

sustainable rural development, but for achieving sustainability. Lastly, this thesis clearly identifies the 

countryside as an important component for reaching sustainability.  

 

Future research might benefit from looking into the potential gains, as well as obstacles, that could come 

from more cohesive regional planning and what that would entail for sustainable development. Likewise, a 

similar study to this one, focusing on how other actors, such as civil society, local businesses or other 

commercial actors, can contribute to sustainable rural development may also prove valuable. Furthermore, 

a deeper investigation into how the urban-rural divide impacts our understanding of sustainable 

development and sustainability may prove fruitful for the field of sustainability science moving forward. 

Especially due to the likely increase of interdependence between city and countryside, as climate change 

and other environmental threats may enhance the pressure on natural resources and ecosystem services 

typically found on the countryside. 
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10. Appendix 

Appendix A: Interview guide 

 

Intervjuguide 
Samverkan kring hållbar utveckling på landsbygden i Uppsala län. 

 
- Kan du berätta för mig hur ni (på Upplandsbygd/kommunen) jobbar med hållbar utveckling?  

- Vad är hållbar utveckling för dig? (och för organisationen?)  

o Kan du ge mig något exempel på vad du menar?  

- Vad ser du för specifika möjligheter och utmaningar för en hållbar utveckling på landsbygden i ert 

område?  

o Och hur jobbar ni med dem? Exempel? 

o Vad ser ni för skillnad mellan stad och land när det kommer till de här frågorna?  

- Vad ser du är er roll i att skapa en hållbar utveckling på landsbygden i ert område?  

 

- Vad är några av utmaningarna ni identifierat inom ert område/där ni arbetar? 

o Hur arbetar ni med dessa? Har du något exempel? (samverkar de kring dessa frågor) 

o Varför tror du att ni har valt att fokusera på detta/dessa? 

 

- Vilka samarbetar ni med i dagsläget när det gäller hållbarhetsfrågor? 

o Brukar ni samverka i detta arbete? 

▪ I vilka processer?  

▪ På vilket sätt? 

o Vilka ser ni behov av att ni skulle behöva samverka mer med? Om vad? 

o Hur ser du på er roll i samverkansprocesser? (kopplat till ansvarsfördelning). 

 

- Utifrån där ni är idag, hur tror du att det ser ut om 10 år? (när det kommer till hållbar                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

utveckling på landsbygden) (realistiskt utifrån situationen idag) 

- Hur skulle du vilja att arbetet kring hållbar utveckling på landsbygden i Uppsala län såg ut om 10 

år? (drömscenario) 

 

- Vill du berätta lite om din historia/bakgrund för mig? Vad har du gjort tidigare och hur kommer 

det sig att du jobbar här med dessa frågor?  

 

- Är det något mer du tycker att jag borde vet? Något mer du vill berätta?  

- Har jag missat någon viktig aspekt som du tycker att jag borde ha med mig? 
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Appendix B: Definitions of code groups 

 
Project: Collaboration for sustainable rural development 

Report created 2020-04-09 

Code Report ‒ Grouped by: Code Groups 

All (30) codes 

Challenges for sustainable rural development  

5 Codes: 

● The future for the countryside: Challenges 

Definition 
Statements concerning challenges the countryside is facing currently or will have to face in 

the future.   

● Raise the rural perspective  

Definition 
The need to make the rural perspective more visible, both related to specific issues, 

contexts or in a certain forum. On the one hand, this code indicates that the countryside 

has a specific position in relation to the city, but it also indicates that there is a need to 

raise this perspective or that important lessons can be learned from doing so.  

● City and Countryside  

Definition 
The relationship between the city and the countryside. Includes both similarities and 

differences, challenges and opportunities. Concerns both the present and the future.  

● Challenges – Countryside  

Definition 
Challenges that the actors see for the countryside today.   

● Challenges for the future 

Definition 
Challenges that the participants see connected to the future. Don’t have to concern the 

countryside specifically but may also touch on other aspects that they identify as a 

challenge for the future.   

Opportunities for sustainable rural development 

4 Codes: 
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● Create opportunities  

Definition 
Is connected to the code “adaptation”. It is about creating the opportunities for the 

adaptation and transformation into a sustainable society to occur.  

● Future for the countryside: Opportunities 

Definition 
Statements concerning opportunities for the countryside in the future.   

● Opportunities – Countryside  

Definition   
What is the countryside’s opportunities for sustainability? Are there opportunities that 

exist on the countryside that are not present in the city for example.  

● Adaptation/Transformation  

Definition  
The need for, but also the opportunity to, transformation to create a more sustainable 

society.  

Changes: both challenge & opportunity for sustainable rural 
development 

4 Codes: 

● Demographic patterns  

Definition 
Demographic changes/development patterns mentioned by the actors. Includes topics such 

as population growth, but also changes in infrastructure or settlement patterns (eg. People 

settling in rural areas rather than in urban areas).  

● The Future  

Definition   
Concerns general statements concerning the future, not solely regarding rural 

development.   

● Grow sustainably  

Definition 
Concerns the balancing act between different values – Economic growth/population 

growth vs. ecological sustainability.   

● ”Urban” rural population 

Definition 



45 

 

As more people move to the countryside a new type of “dislocated population” emerges 

that commute to cities for work and consumption. They may lack the local commitment and 

connection to the countryside which, in typical rural development, is usually considered 

necessary.  

 

Collaboration: Hindrance 

Definition 
Hindrances and obstacles for collaboration. Things that may make it harder for the actors to 

collaborate, both horizontally and vertically, internally and externally.  

4 Codes: 

● Responsible for the issue - Confusion 

Definition 
Confusion regarding who is responsible for a certain issue. Concerns both confusion 

within the organisation, but also confusion among the organisations, creating uncertain 

conditions for collaboration.   

● Balancing issues  

Definition 
Includes instances where the actors have to balance different issues during the interview 

itself, but also where they indicate that they have to do so in their day-to-day work.  

● Roles & Responsibilities  

Definition  
What role does the organisation hold and who is responsible for coordinating 

collaboration with the other actors in the county. Concerns mainly external collaboration 

and is connected to the confusion regarding who has what role when it comes to 

collaborating on a regional level.  

● Challenges – Collaboration  

Definition 
What challenges do they identify for collaboration presently.  

Collaboration: Enablers 

Definition 
Things that enable collaboration, but also things that collaboration may enable in turn.  

4 Codes: 

● The power to influence 

Definition 
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"Stronger together” – expresses a willingness to cooperate in order to have greater power 

to influence. May be both a matter of influencing a specific issue, but also of influencing 

society at large to change in a more sustainable direction.  

● Opportunities – Collaboration  

Definition 
The opportunities for collaboration that the participants identify, but also when they 

mention challenges or issues where collaboration could be a potential solution. Includes 

both the present and opportunities for the future. 

● Synergies 

Definition 
The benefits that comes from working together on issues. For example, saving resources, 

deeper participation and understanding of the issues  

● Collaboration between different levels  

Definition 
Vertical collaboration, both internally and externally.  

Collaboration: Needs 

Definition 
Needs for collaboration. Includes both issues that may require collaboration due to their 

complexity, but it is also connected to the structure of the organisation and its need for 

collaboration both internally and externally.  

4 Codes: 

● Need for collaboration: External/over organisational borders  

Definition 
The code includes instances where the actors themselves state that there is a need for 

collaboration with other actors outside their own organisation.  

● Need for collaboration: Internally  

Definition 
The code concerns instances where the actors state that there is a need for more or better 

collaboration within their own organisation.  

● Need for collaboration: The issue requires it  

Definition 
The code concerns instances where the actors state that there is a need for collaboration 

since the issue at hand is to complex/large to be handled on their own.  

● Collaboration externally  

Definition 



47 

 

How the organisation collaborates with other actors outside their own organisation. 

Concerns both horizontal and vertical collaboration.  

 

Collaboration: Conditions 

Definition 
Conditions that effect how collaboration can function, includes both positive and negative 

aspects that may affect collaborative efforts.  

5 Codes: 

● Modus operandi 

Definition  
Concerns how the organisation works. Does not concern the structure of the organisation 

but rather what goals they have, whether the budget is linked to Agenda 2030 or similar 

things.  

● Internal structure  

Definition 
Concerns the organisational structure. Do they work in silos or intersectional? How is the 

structure between the officials and the decision makers? 

● Local knowledge/connection  

Definition 
The code includes both the need for a rootedness on the local level, but it also concerns the 

different roles the participants have and how some appear better suited to gain local 

knowledge and connections.  

● Internal collaboration  

Definition 
Collaboration within the organisation.  

● Organisation size  

Definition 

Whether the organisation can be considered a large or a small organisation. This code is 

also used in relation to when the informant talks about opportunities vs challenges linked 

to the size of the 





 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


